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ABSTRACT 
The current understanding of student disability continues to be misperceived as a form of 
impairment, rather than as a part of student diversity within the higher education environment. 
Although nearly one in ten college students have a documented disability affecting cognitive, 
physical, or psychological functioning, stigmatization of students with disabilities continues to 
occur in the postsecondary environment. The purpose of this study is to examine if there is a 
perceived difference in academic and social inclusion within the postsecondary environment for 
students with and without disabilities. Guided by the theory of intersectionality, minority group 
model, and social model of disability, this study also contributes the Disability-Diversity 
(Dis)Connect Model (DDDM), a new conceptual framework which establishes that student 
disability is an integrated, non-limiting identity within a student’s college experience. Data from 
the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09) was used to investigate 
academic and social integration of students with and without disabilities enrolled in four-year 
institutions. Descriptive and inferential analyses, including independent samples t-tests and 
multiple regressions, were conducted to examine the following: (1) the difference, if any, in 
socio-academic integration for students with and without disabilities in higher education, (2) the 
predictive influence of demographic characteristics including disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, 
and socioeconomic status on socio-academic integration in higher education, and (3) the 
predictive influence of disability type, race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status on socio-
academic integration among students with disabilities in higher education. The findings of this 
study indicate that disability type and gender negatively contribute to students’ ability to socially 
integrate. Overall, findings suggest that students with non-apparent disabilities are more likely to 
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struggle with social integration and have a potentially impaired sense of membership in the 
social sphere of campus.  
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CHAPTER I 
Introduction 
Although federal policy calls for increased access for and prohibits discrimination against 
students with disabilities, disability within the higher education environment serves as the “last 
frontier” of student equality and inclusion. Diversity in higher education has largely focused on 
aspects such as race and ethnicity in response to inequality historically experienced by minority 
students at predominately White colleges and universities (Chang, 2005). However, as noted by 
Chang (2005), there is a continued concern and need for expanding the understanding of 
diversity in the American higher education environment to include student characteristics such as 
disability. While addressing disability and its intersection with other diversity dimensions is key 
to promoting inclusion and acceptance in educational programs and academic services (Ross-
Gordon, 2002), disability continues to be excluded from diversity coursework, student programs, 
and the overall academic culture (Davis, 2011). Due to the current perception that student 
disability is a form of impairment, rather than a part of student diversity in the higher education 
environment, understanding the role of disability in the campus climate and including students 
with disabilities in academic and social settings may be a challenging task for fellow students, 
faculty, and administrators. Disability is often viewed as an obstacle to postsecondary inclusion 
(a sense of belonging, peer interactions, and acceptance in social and academic experiences in a 
higher education setting), but not as a characteristic of student diversity (Darling, 2013; Davis, 
2011; Devlieger, Albrecht, & Hertz, 2007).  
The traditional understanding of disability in academic settings has been framed based on 
the medical model—a standard focusing on “impairments, activity limitations, and participation 
restrictions” (World Health Organization, 2014, para. 1). This model has influenced disability 
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legislation applied in the postsecondary setting (e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act) and the 
mandated disability accommodation process. However, this model may result in diminished 
opportunities for awareness and acceptance of students’ unique characteristics based on the 
assumption that disability is to be fixed, improved, and deviant from “normal” (Artiles, 2013; 
Watermeyer, 2013).  
As noted in Linton (1998), there is a continuing misunderstanding of the mandatory 
elements included in the idea of diversity. Within the postsecondary learning environment, 
diversity has come to represent race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and, at times, disability 
(Linton, 1998). Exploring the existence of a “disability-diversity disconnect” is critical to 
elucidating the current postsecondary diversity landscape, the higher education community’s 
understanding and level of acceptance of the various forms of diversity, and inclusion of 
disability as part of overall student diversity. It is this disconnect that separates disability from 
other forms of student diversity (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation). Despite an 
increasing call for disability to be an essential component of student diversity within higher 
education (The Future of Equity and Inclusion: Creating Meaningful Change, 2013), significant 
change still must occur realistically and unequivocally in the American postsecondary 
environment. 
Background of the Problem 
Approximately 11 percent of all students enrolled in postsecondary institutions have a 
self-identified disability (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Disability continues to 
serve as a neglected component of student diversity, even though nearly one in ten college 
students have a documented disability affecting cognitive, physical, or psychological functioning 
(Davis, 2011; Olkin, 2002). When assessing faculty members’ attitudes toward diversity and 
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how disability was understood in relation to diversity, Barnard, Stevens, Siwatu, and Lan (2008) 
found that faculty members do not consistently include disability within the diversity construct, 
noting that “faculty diversity attitudes may function as a mediating variable in the relationship 
between faculty qualities and attitudes toward persons with disabilities… however; revealed an 
inverse, mediating relationship contrary to the prediction” (p. 172). Although faculty members 
have an overall positive understanding of diversity, Barnard et al. (2008) noted that attitudes 
toward disability are identified negatively, implying that faculty members may not perceive 
students with disabilities as a significant and justified component of postsecondary student 
diversity. This negative image of disability may diffuse into disabled students’ postsecondary 
experience and lead to adverse effects. Using the Beginning Postsecondary Students 
Longitudinal Study to assess the experience of students with disabilities at two-year institutions, 
Mamiseishvili and Koch (2012) found that approximately 25 percent of the student disability 
population did not persist beyond the first year of college coursework and, by the third year, 
about half of the disabled student population left their higher education institution.  
In addition to how an individual with a disability views his or her level of inclusion 
within the postsecondary setting, long-standing perceptions of different fields and providers 
continue to perpetuate the disconnect between disability and diversity in various sectors. 
Mackelprang (2014) noted that the field of social work has been doddering between identifying 
diversity both with and without disability, with the Council on Social Work Education (CDWE) 
clearly defining diversity with disability inclusion but the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) excludes disability only embracing ethnicity, race, sex, and sexual orientation 
as diversity characteristics. Furthermore, in a study that examined the inclusion of individuals 
with disabilities within the top 100 most profitable companies by Fortune Magazine’s 2003 list, 
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Ball, Monaco, Schmeling, Schartz and Blanck (2005) found that only 42 percent of the 
companies explicitly identified disability as a component of their organization’s understanding of 
diversity. Indeed, higher education may not be the only field where disability is not always 
viewed as a component of diversity. 
Unlike other diversity characteristics, disability continues to be a haphazard, quasi-
integrated component of diversity within the postsecondary setting, often not accepted by other 
historically underrepresented minority groups (Gilson, DePoy, & MacDuffie, 2002). When 
establishing a framework to include learning disabilities within an understanding of diversity and 
multiculturalism, May and LaMont (2014) found that faculty perceived learning disabilities as a 
negative characteristic of the student, rather than as a positive aspect of student identity. 
However, May (2012) found that inclusion of student disability within the postsecondary setting 
“may foster positive attitudes about acceptance and diversity among students without such a 
disability” (p. 240), after students who enrolled in inclusive courses with students with an 
intellectual disability reported greater levels of acceptance towards various aspects of diversity. 
Overview of Theoretical Perspectives 
The medical model of disability defines disability as a pathology and limitation in an 
individual’s overall functioning (Cole, 2009; Shaw, Chan, & McMahon, 2012). Understanding 
disability as a form of impairment does not allow disability to serve as an empowering 
characteristic of an individual’s identity, therefore separating disability and other demographic 
factors that are seen as traditional forms of student diversity (e.g., race, social class, gender, etc.). 
This also increases the opportunity for segregation between disability and other social identity 
memberships (Artiles, 2013). The medical model of disability greatly influences the current, 
stigmatized identity of disability (Ong-Dean, 2005); however, the ongoing criticism of the model 
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serves as the means for redefining how disability is interpreted in the academic and professional 
sectors (Ong-Dean, 2005).  
In response to the medical model of disability, there are several approaches to addressing 
how disability is viewed within social and cultural environments. The social model of disability 
attempts to remove the problem of disability stigmatization from the individual with a disability 
and place it in the responsibility of the overall environment (Barnes, 1991; Barnes, 2004; Martin, 
2012; Oliver, 1990; Oliver & Barnes, 1993). This theoretical framework addresses disability as a 
social element, mirroring other forms of diversity and how they can be socially constructed. The 
minority group model understands the current structure of disability as a stigmatizing and 
oppressive discriminatory characteristic and notes that the lack of equity for individuals with 
disabilities promotes the idea of impairment instead of equality (Hahn, 1985, 1986, 1996). This 
framework allows disability to be framed as a unifying, minority-group community-building 
characteristic by acknowledging disability as an oppressed minority group identity (Landsman, 
2005); therefore this framework allows one to argue that individuals with disabilities and of 
minority group statuses have similar life experiences, and thus both should be considered 
characteristics of diversity. Lastly, the theory of intersectionality establishes the vital junctures 
needed in bridging disability and diversity, and promoting the identification of multiple diversity 
memberships. The intersectionality framework provides an important foundation for exploring 
the connections and divergences occurring with a disability and the complexities of other 
cultural-social identities (Mereish, 2012). Although disability has been considered to be a 
limiting, less valued membership among other diversity characteristics (Hirschmann, 2013), 
disability can intersect with other forms of diversity such as racial or ethnic backgrounds, gender, 
sexual orientation, and/or socioeconomic background. Viewing disability as a characteristic of 
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diversity and how it intersects with other diversity memberships, can not only share revealing 
information related to the potential salience of diversity identities, but also elucidate the role of 
disability in overall identity development, self-perception, and success within the postsecondary 
environment. 
The three theoretical frameworks (the social model of disability, the minority group 
model, and intersectionality) attempt to disenfranchise the stigmatizing element of impairment 
found within the medical model of disability and better equip the understanding of disability with 
humanizing and empowering characteristics, thus presenting it as a characteristic of diversity. 
Departing from the medical-based model of disability, the theoretical perspectives that guide this 
dissertation research provide insight on disability as a positive and essential form of student 
diversity. The three theoretical frameworks also serve as the foundation for the proposal 
conceptual framework, the Disability – Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM). The noted 
theoretical frameworks, in addition to the DDDM conceptual framework, will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter Two.  
Statement of the Problem 
Disability remains under the misconception that it is of lesser value than other elements 
of diversity within the understanding of student diversity within higher education (Darling, 2013; 
Davis, 2011; Devlieger et al., 2007). As noted in Wilson, Getzel, and Brown (2000), students 
with disabilities often do not feel welcomed and supported in the postsecondary institutional 
environment. As such, it is vital to explore the role of disability in student inclusion in higher 
education. Moreover, investigating the predictive role disability plays in addition to other, more 
traditionally defined forms of student diversity (e.g., gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status) is 
key to understanding if disability parallels the influence of other student diversity characteristics 
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on socio-academic integration for students within the postsecondary setting. Exploring this can 
assist in the reconceptualization of disability and how it can be viewed as a form of student 
diversity rather than as impairment and a medical limitation. 
The literature has made apparent that, within the higher education environment, 
discrimination occurs for traditionally underrepresented groups including students self-
identifying with disabilities (Holloway, 2001; Knis-Matthew, Bokara, DeMeo, Lepore, & 
Mavus, 2007; Lechtenberger, Barnard-Brak, Sokolosky, & McCrary, 2012; Olney & 
Brockelman, 2003; Olney & Kim, 2001; Walker, 2008), students with varying ethnicities and 
racial backgrounds (Clayton, 2012; Hurtado, Alvarado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2015), females 
(Allan, 2011), and those of low socioeconomic status (Berg, 2016). Despite a misconceived idea 
that disability is a restrictive and lesser aspect of one’s identity (often set forth by the medical 
model of disability), there is growing awareness in the literature that disability, instead, intersects 
with other aspects of one’s identity (Hirschmann, 2013; Mereish, 2012). To add to the current 
research, further exploration is required to better understand the role of disability in a student’s 
ability to integrate within the postsecondary environment; moreover, further investigation of the 
role of diversity characteristics in academic and social integration for students with disabilities is 
also needed. Investigating forms of student diversity including race/ethnicity, gender, race, and 
socioeconomic status for students with disabilities is fundamental to gain a deeper understanding 
of the multifaceted, multidimensional idea of student diversity in postsecondary education. 
Purpose of the Study 
Disability should be understood as a component of diversity, rather than as a medical 
condition that limits the students’ function and level of inclusion within the higher education 
setting. Disability may not be the sole determinant of their perception of the world; instead, 
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involvement of their gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status, in addition to other significant 
characteristics, shapes the individuals’ identity. To this end, the purpose of this study is to 
examine if there is a perceived difference in academic and social inclusion within the 
postsecondary environment among students with and without disabilities. A key element of this 
dissertation is to provide evidence of the role of disability on academic and social inclusion 
within the postsecondary setting. Discussed in Chapter Two, the proposed conceptual 
framework, The Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model, postulates that if a student with 
disability perceives that he or she is not included both academically and socially within the 
institutional environment, the student remains disconnected from the higher education 
community and will continue to be disintegrated from other, more traditionally defined forms of 
student diversity. Lastly, this study investigates diversity characteristics contributing to academic 
and social integration among students in four-year institutions both with and without disabilities. 
This study will attempt to identify the predictive role of diversity characteristics, in addition to 
disability, on academic and social inclusion within the postsecondary environment. 
Research Questions 
The proposed study will explore the following research questions:  
(1) Overall, how does socio-academic integration differ for students with disabilities and 
students without disabilities?  
a. Is academic integration of students with disabilities different than that of 
students without disabilities? 
b. Is social integration of students with disabilities different than that of students 
without disabilities? 
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c. Of those students with disabilities, to what extent does academic integration 
differ for students with apparent and for students with non-apparent 
disabilities? 
d. Of those students with disabilities, to what extent does social integration differ 
for students with apparent and for students with non-apparent disabilities? 
 
(2) Controlling for institutional characteristics and student socio-academic environmental 
factors, to what extent does disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic 
status account for students’ level of academic integration in the postsecondary 
environment?  
a. Of students with disabilities, to what extent does disability type, race/ 
ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status account for their level of 
academic integration in the postsecondary environment?  
(3) Controlling for institutional characteristics and student socio-academic environmental 
factors, to what extent does disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic 
status account for students’ level of social integration in the postsecondary 
environment?  
a. Of students with disabilities, to what extent does disability type, race/ 
ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status account for their level of social 
integration in the postsecondary environment?  
Underlying Assumptions 
 “Self-identified” Disabilities.  For this dissertation, “students with disabilities” will be 
defined as students who self-identified as having a disability on the Beginning Postsecondary 
Students (BPS) longitudinal survey. In higher education, students must self-identify a disability 
   10 
to receive disability support accommodations. This process is a voluntary identification of a 
student’s disability with supporting evidence of the diagnosis. If students self-identified a 
disability on the BPS survey, this does not automatically imply that they self-identify with their 
institution and/or have appropriate documentation to receive disability support accommodations.  
Interchangeability of “Inclusion” and “Integration”. Tinto’s (1975) model of student 
persistence, considered by higher education scholars as a groundbreaking postsecondary-based 
theoretical framework, investigated the importance and impact of students’ social integration 
within the campus environment, and on their retention and commitment to graduate. However, 
Tinto’s framework did not address students’ sense of belonging within the higher education 
environment for student groups who are considered racially or ethnically diverse (Hurtado & 
Carter, 1997). When using the term “integration,” negative connotations may be associated with 
the understanding of this term under Tinto’s original theoretical framework, and “integration can 
mean something completely different to student groups who have been historically marginalized 
in higher education” (Hurtado & Carter, 1997, p. 326).  
Although not included in literature exploring the marginalization of students of diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds, students with disabilities also endure stigmatization and 
marginalization within the educational setting (Herrick, 2011; McCune, 2001; Wilson et al., 
2000). Students with disabilities may have similarly unique postsecondary integration 
experiences as students from diverse ethnic backgrounds and, therefore, the use of “integration” 
can be argued as a justified term for this model and can be considered what Hurtado and Carter 
(1997) termed “a subjective sense of integration” (p. 341). Therefore, this dissertation will use 
the terms “inclusion” and “integration” interchangeably, where both encapsulate students’ sense 
of belonging, peer interactions, and acceptance in social and academic experiences in a higher 
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education setting and is aware of the critique made of the original idea of student integration. It is 
the intention of this research to present evidence that students with disabilities are within the 
marginalized interpretation of integration as well.  
The Traditional Understanding of “Diversity”. There has been an ongoing variation in 
the literature regarding what is included as a standard element of student diversity (Chang, 2005; 
Clayton, 2012). Despite this discrepancy, there has been an overarching trend where student 
disability is frequently excluded from student diversity research (Davis, 2011; Darling, 2013; 
Devlieger et al., 2007; Linton, 1998). For this dissertation, student diversity will be considered 
students’ race, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status. As shared later in this report, this 
will serve not only as a limitation to this dissertation but also as an implication for future 
research (i.e., comparing the experience of students with disabilities to other forms of student 
diversity including sexual orientation). Unfortunately, as indicated in the limitations section, the 
Beginning Postsecondary Student dataset does not include variables on sexual orientation.  
Significance of the Study 
This dissertation seeks to examine the current incongruity of student disability and 
postsecondary student diversity. The theoretical framework based on the medical model of 
disability with its focus on the overall limitation and participatory restrictions of the individual, 
has been influential in creating federal disability legislation and postsecondary student disability 
service initiatives. However, this theoretical model, in addition to other stigmatizing factors, has 
extensively excluded student disability from the “traditional” understanding of diversity 
awareness and inclusion.  
To date, minimal research has attempted to address student disability as a more 
traditionally defined diversity characteristic in the postsecondary environment. To better 
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understand this “disability-diversity disconnect,” it is necessary to explore three key aspects: (1) 
if students with and without disabilities have comparable academic and social experiences, (2) if 
student disability significantly influences students’ ability to academically and socially integrate, 
and (3) if other, more traditionally defined forms of student diversity (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
gender, socioeconomic status) influence students’ with disabilities perceived level of academic 
and social integration within the postsecondary environment. Guided by the theory of 
intersectionality, minority group model, and social model of disability, this study will contribute 
the DDDM, a new conceptual framework which establishes that student disability is an 
integrated, non-limiting component in a student’s college experience. 
Organization of the Dissertation 
 Following the introduction of the research study in Chapter One, Chapter Two will 
provide a literature review detailing how the current postsecondary landscape addresses student 
disability as well as provide a comprehensive review of factors contributing to academic and 
social integration within the postsecondary environment. Additionally, Chapter Two will review 
the three theoretical frameworks supporting the introduction of the newly designed conceptual 
framework, the DDDM. Chapter Three presents the methodology and research design of the 
present study, including the data source, sample, and research methods. Findings of the data 
analysis are reported in Chapter Four and, finally, conclusions and implications are noted in 
Chapter Five. Chapter Five will also note suggestions for future research as well as discuss the 
how the findings impact current postsecondary and disability policies. 
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CHAPTER II 
Literature Review  
For students with disabilities, the successful transition to college requires adequate 
preparation (Hitchings, Retish, & Horvath, 2005; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Morningstar et 
al., 2010). These students face a unique set of challenges when entering college (Garrison-Wade 
& Lehmann, 2009; Merchant & Gajar, 1997; Papay & Bambara, 2011), and face obstacles for 
success throughout the academic journey. Navigating the higher education system is a 
continuous process, with many situations contributing to the overall success (or difficulties) of 
the student (Roessler, Hennessey, Hogan, & Savickas, 2009; Ruh, Spicer, & Vaughan, 2009). 
Students can be negatively affected if they find that others view their disability as a limitation, 
considering them to be less significant members of the college community (Barnes, 2006; 
Dudley-Marling, 2004; Wax, 2014). Research has shown that students with disabilities indicate 
that, at times, they do not feel accepted and often feel out of place within a postsecondary 
environment (Holloway, 2001; Lechtenberger et al., 2012; Troiano, 2003). Higher education 
institutions need to conceptualize the current perceptions of disability and look at how these 
perceptions impact disabled student inclusion and success in college (Shaw & Dukes, 2013; 
Gartland & Strosnider, 2007). Redefining student diversity by including disability may improve 
the educational experiences of students with disabilities, promoting their perceived acceptance 
within the postsecondary diversity landscape.  
Researchers note that students with disabilities fare better within the postsecondary 
environment when institutional disability initiatives are focused on improved inclusion, 
awareness, and accessibility (Garrison-Wade, 2012; Getzel, 2008; Grigal, Hart, & Weir, 2012; 
Huger, 2011; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). Students may believe that they are accepting of others’ 
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differences, but may only generalize acceptance for historically defined diversity topics, such as 
race and ethnicity. According to the Higher Education Research Institute (2014), 84 percent of 
undergraduate students believe they are accepting of others with different beliefs and 86 percent 
indicate they possess the ability to work supportively with individuals from diverse backgrounds. 
However, students with disabilities often report feeling stigmatized and discriminated against by 
their peers and other institutional members (Green, 2007; Ryan, 2007; Trammell, 2009).  
Disability Trends & Demographics 
 Raue and Lewis (2011) identify twelve different disability categories within the 
postsecondary setting: difficulty hearing, difficulty seeing, difficulty speaking/ language 
impairment, mobility limitation/ orthopedic impairment, traumatic brain injury, specific learning 
disabilities, Attention Deficit Disorder/ (Attention Deficit) Hyperactivity Disorder, Autism 
Spectrum Disorders, cognitive difficulties/ intellectual disability, health impairment, and mental 
illness/ psychological or psychiatric conditions. Out of all documented categories, specific 
learning disabilities are most frequently documented across all institutional types (Raue & 
Lewis, 2011).  
As per the United States Census Bureau (2010), there are approximately 54 million 
American individuals identifying with a disability and, of the American population 25 years or 
older, 28 percent of individuals with a disability have less than a high school education, 
compared with only 12 percent of individuals without a disability. Additionally, only 13 percent 
of individuals with a disability (25 years or older) possess a bachelor’s degree or higher – less 
than half of the 31 percent of the same age range without a disability (United States Census 
Bureau, 2010). Raue and Lewis (2011) noted that 88 percent of two- and four-year Title IV 
eligible degree-granting institutions enrolled students with disabilities during the 2008-09 
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academic year and approximately 11 percent of undergraduate postsecondary students identify as 
having a disability. As noted in Table 2-1 below, there is a drastic difference of enrollment rates 
of students who have or do not have a disability; about 11 percent of individuals enrolled in 
postsecondary institutions have self-identified disabilities compared with the 89 percent of 
students without a self-identified disability. However, the two time points show a slight increase 
of students with self-identified disabilities enrolling in postsecondary education. Compared with 
the 2007-08 time point, students with self-identified disabilities were increasingly in an older age 
group, from 27.0 percent to 35.8 percent, respectively. Moreover, for students with disabilities 
identifying as Black, there was a 4.5 percent increase from the 2007-08 to 2011-2012 academic 
years. Based on the data presented in Table 2-1, there are now more students with self-identified 
disabilities in higher education and this student population is becoming more diverse (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2015).  
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Table 2-1. Undergraduate students enrolled in postsecondary institutions, by disability status.  
  % Students with Disability % Students without Disability 
 2007-2008 2011-2012 2007-2008 2011-2012 
Percentage of Students  10.9 11.1 89.1 88.9 
Sex      
     Male 42.6 43.7 43.0 42.9 
     Female 57.4 56.3 57.0 57.1 
Race/ethnicity     
   American Indian/ Alaska Native 0.8 1.2 0.8 0.9 
   Asian 4.3 4.0 6.1 5.8 
   Black 13.1 17.6 14.6 15.9 
   Hispanic 12.5 14.9 14.5 16.2 
   Other 0.3 - 0.3 - 
   Pacific Islander 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.5 
   Two or More Races 2.9 3.6 2.3 2.9 
   White 65.6 58.0 60.7 57.9 
Age      
   15 to 23 52.1 45.3 59.0 57.6 
   24 to 29 20.9 18.8 17.6 18.4 
   30 or older 27.0 35.8 23.4 24.0 
Dependency Status       
   Dependent 44.8 37.5 52.1 50.1 
   Independent, unmarried 20.2 22.9 15.1 17.2 
   Independent, married 7.2 7.1 6.5 5.8 
   Independent with dependents 27.7 32.5 26.2 26.9 
Veteran Status       
   Veteran  4.6 6.9 3.2 3.3 
   Not veteran 95.4 93.1 96.8 96.7 
Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2015 (Adapted by Aquino, 2016) 
 
U.S Postsecondary Disability Landscape: History, Policy, and Structure for Segregation  
Until the latter half of the twentieth century, spurred by the creation and implementation 
of federal legislation supporting and promoting the advocacy of individuals with disabilities (e.g. 
Section 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act), the postsecondary environment 
experienced a slow-moving call for change and acceptance of students with disabilities and 
related supplemental support services. Jarrow (1991) noted, with respect to postsecondary 
student disability, “as in any civil rights movement, there have been false starts, leaps of 
   17 
progress, setbacks, achievements, and hard-fought battles” (p. 26). The end of World Wars I and 
II and the reintroduction of veterans in the postsecondary system created historic and influential 
changes for student disability support within the higher education environment.  Following 
World War I, the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1918 was passed to provide improved college 
access for veterans with disabilities (Chatterjee & Mitra, 1998). Similarly, servicemen returning 
from World War II were eligible to receive educational support for postsecondary enrollment 
through the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (GI Bill of Rights). The influx of veterans 
enrolling within the American campus landscape also increased the number of veterans with 
disabilities entering the postsecondary sector (Madaus, 2011). As cited in Madaus (2011), the 
American Council on Education assessed services available to veterans with disabilities, 
indicating ad hoc accommodations including special elevator privileges, first-floor rooms, and 
note takers (Strom, 1950). However, these services were not, at the time, federally mandated and 
accommodation support varied for each institution. Regardless, veterans returning from war with 
disabilities created an incredibly influential impact on the American postsecondary response to 
disability services and accommodation support, and laid the foundation for subsequent federal 
policies and institutional support structure (Madaus, Miller, & Vance, 2009).  
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 marked a groundbreaking federal effort to 
support the inclusion of and prohibit discrimination against individuals with disabilities, 
improving the integration of students with disabilities within higher education institutions. 
According to the United States Department of Health and Human Services (2006), Section 504 
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 protects against disability discrimination and defines the rights 
of individuals with disabilities related to available services, benefits, and overall access. Section 
504 defines an individual with a disability if s/he has: 1) mental or physical impairment 
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significantly impacting one or more major life activities, 2) documentation/ record of a related 
diagnosis/ impairment, or 3) regarded as possessing a limitation (Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 34 C.F.R. Part 104).  
 Passed in 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) created a legal foundation to 
increase access to various educational and employment opportunities and prohibit discrimination 
against individuals with disabilities (United States Department of Justice, 2014a). The ADA 
established the guidelines needed to appropriately accommodate and provide equity to 
individuals with disabilities. Comprised of “titles” related to employment, public entities and 
accommodations, and telecommunications, it provided the framework within which American 
society must reestablish and better understand the needs of various disabilities. The second 
component, Title II of the 1990 ADA, addresses programs “conducted by a public entity ranging 
from adult and higher education to prisons to public healthcare” (Bowman, 2011, p. 85). 
Although Title II serves as an overarching umbrella for various public sector occurrences, it 
highlights the importance, and needs, of individuals with disabilities enrolling in and 
successfully completing a postsecondary degree. Similar to Section 504, Title II assisted in 
supporting the higher education experience of individuals with disabilities, providing the 
opportunity for reasonable disability accommodations and creating an accessible educational 
environment. However, after numerous Supreme Court rulings against individuals with 
disabilities, the U.S. Congress reviewed the ADA guidelines and, on January 1, 2009, the 
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008 (ADAAA) went into effect. Created 
in response to federal rulings limiting the rights of individuals with disabilities, the ADAAA 
redefined and expanded the term “disability,” increasing the coverage of individuals not 
originally protected by the ADA (Benfer, 2009).  Most recently, the U.S. Department of Justice 
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implemented additional updates to the original ADA’s Title II and III components, including the 
2010 ADA Standards for Accessible Design, incorporating improved accessibility standards 
(United States Department of Justice, 2014b).  
Over the years, additional legislation has improved the inclusion of students with 
disabilities within a postsecondary environment (i.e. providing improved accessibility within 
campus environment, increasing awareness of disability services through improved terminology, 
etc.). Enacted on August 14, 2008, the Higher Education Opportunity Act (Public Law 110-315) 
(HEOA) served as the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act of 1965 and included new 
provisions related to improving the access of individuals with disabilities to higher education 
(United States Department of Education, 2010; United States Government Accountability Office, 
2009). HEOA includes postsecondary education initiatives and student-aid programs, 
incorporating greater transparency in various postsecondary components including education 
cost and access (Council for Exceptional Children, 2008).   
Although federal disability policies provide the foundation for institutional disability 
services, colleges’ use of policy implementation can be subjective, providing students with 
services that range from basic to more comprehensive (Collins & Mowbray, 2005). Additionally, 
stigma is often associated with postsecondary student disability and research has shown that 
members of the higher education community often do not have appropriate information to fully 
grasp student disability and/or accommodation plans (Brockelman, Chadsey, & Loeb, 2006; 
Hergenrather & Rhodes, 2007). Faculty and staff often do not possess a comprehensive 
understanding of their institutions’ disability support services or have limited experience in the 
accommodation planning process (Rao, 2004).  Most importantly, unlike other forms of diversity 
(e.g., race, ethnicity), disability is still widely viewed as a medical impairment and 
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unsuccessfully incorporated into postsecondary diversity (Association on Higher Education and 
Disability, 2014; Davis, 2011).  
Despite current policies related to increased accessibility for students with disabilities, 
there continues to be a discrepancy with the application and institution-wide understanding of 
student disability. Variation in available and appropriate services contributes to a large 
percentage of students with disabilities not completing degree requirements and leaving college 
early (Quick, Lehmann, & Deniston, 2003). Students with disabilities may not feel accepted 
within the college environment, contributing in the determent of their socio-academic integration 
and reinforcing “stereotypical beliefs and discriminatory practices on the part of both professors 
and fellow students” (Lechtenberger et al., 2012, p. 857). Although policies are in place to 
address the needs of individuals with disabilities on a national level, if this student population 
continues to be identified separately from higher education’s understanding of student diversity, 
it is imperative to ask: does current postsecondary disability policy fully and functionally address 
the needs of students with disabilities in American higher education institutions and does it aid in 
establishing postsecondary disability–diversity acceptance?   
 When higher education institutions accept federal funding, there is also an assumed 
consent to adhering to policies focused on safeguarding and assisting students with disabilities 
throughout their postsecondary journey. Although institutions are individually responsible for 
establishing disability policy initiatives, the American higher education system has shown 
variation in the level of accessible and equitable services for individuals with disabilities 
(Bowman, 2011). Cory (2011) noted that although the postsecondary system has made efforts to 
go beyond the minimum legal obligations related to students’ racial and ethnic background, 
gender, and sexual orientation, colleges and universities often follow basic disability service 
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obligations. There continues to be challenges for postsecondary institutions to fulfill federal 
requirements to ensure a fully accessible campus environment for students with disabilities to 
experience a barrier-free college experience. However, the disconnect occurring with 
postsecondary disability (i.e. separate from other institutional diversity programming, lack of 
understanding toward disability and accommodation plan development) remains ever present in 
American society, including the American Council on Education’s recent provision dismissal for 
improving technology accessibility for students with disabilities in the upcoming reauthorization 
of the Higher Education Act (Shachmut, 2014). Although there has been a quasi-impetus in 
American society to improve the lives of individuals with disabilities for the last half century, 
continued improvement is needed to provide more comprehensive access and equity.  
Evolving Idea of Disability  
 According to Section 3 of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, disability is 
defined as “with respect to an individual, a physical or mental impairment that substantially 
limits one of more major life activities of such individual; a record of such an impairment; or 
being regarding as having such an impairment” (United States Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, n. d., section 4). American federal disability policy has been constructed to apply 
to various settings (e.g., employment, higher education, etc.) Although the perception of and 
social response to disability has improved, awareness and understanding of disability within U.S. 
culture has been largely attributed to the work of disability advocacy groups (Charlton, 1998). 
Disability policy has evolved into a platform for promoting educational and community-based 
inclusion (World Health Organization, 2011). As a whole, how disability is defined continues to 
evolve (Cooper, 1997; Rioux, 1992).  
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 There continues to be a lack of cohesion between student disability and diversity, with a 
frequent misconstruction and misplacement of disability outside of the diversity construct (King, 
2009; Linton, 1998; Reid & Knight, 2006). Disability itself is a multifaceted concept – a diverse 
characteristic that should be understood beyond a single entity, with variation in type, onset, and 
overall function of disability contributing to the individual’s subsequent experience. 
Understanding disability through stereotype can lead to a disability stigmatization (World Health 
Organization, 2011). Often stereotypically understood as a physical handicap, disability can be 
“invisible” to the outside world, impacting only an individual’s vision, thinking, remembering, 
movement, learning, hearing, social relationships, and/or mental health, and may not need 
apparent technologies or accommodations (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). 
Although disability can serve as a unique and positive characteristic of a student’s overall 
identity, there has been a separation of disability and student diversity within the postsecondary 
environment. Diversity is frequently focused on race, ethnicity, and gender (National Science 
Foundation, 2008), with disability only recently acknowledged (Schlemper & Monk, 2011). 
When assessing students and faculty members in graduate programs, Schlemper and Monk 
(2011) found that only one faculty member of the 207 study participants identified disability as a 
necessary diversity topic. The inclusion of disability within diversity has been viewed as an 
unusual and rare intersection (Devlieger et al., 2007), with minimal exploration of bridging 
disability with postsecondary student diversity.  
 Despite the creation of policy specific to student disability within the higher education 
environment, gaps still remain – creating a learning environment without complete equity 
between students with and without disabilities. In spite of ongoing progress in disability policy 
within the United States, additional improvements can be made. Based on the current policy and 
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institutional initiatives, additional research on understanding the inclusion of disability as a 
component of student diversity is needed, potentially creating the groundwork to improve 
awareness of student disability within a postsecondary environment.   
The emergence of disability studies in academia has also contributed to the gradual 
reinterpretation of disability. Influenced by the American Civil Rights Movement, the formation 
of the Society for Disability Studies in 1982 which is based on the understanding of the 
“minority group model” (the need for equal status of all included minority groups within 
American society) provided the impetus to shift the concept of disability from impairment to the 
removal of “ableism” (Connor, Gabel, Gallagher, & Morton, 2008). Ableism is the 
characterization of the individual by his or her disability and perpetuating the discrimination of 
individuals with disabilities by those without disabilities (Linton, 1998). Despite this, King 
(2009) found that, between 1997 and 2007, empirical literature exploring college access 
programs for students with diverse backgrounds included minimal mention of students with 
disabilities. When examining how students with disabilities were identified in national databases, 
McGrew, Algozzine, Ysseldyke, Thurlow, and Spiegel (1995) found that how disability is 
defined and characterized varies significantly, with minimal descriptive options to identify what 
type of disability an individual has and what is fully affected. Although exposure of disability 
within higher education has increased, there is still a significant need to better establish better 
awareness of disability in postsecondary diversity.  
Self-Identification Process & the Potentiality for Difference Beyond Diversity  
As noted in Hugemark and Roman (2007), “equality involves not only rejection of 
irrelevant differences but also full recognition of legitimate and relevant ones” (p. 28). In order 
for postsecondary culture to view disability as a component of diversity, perception of disability 
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as impairment or an interfering limitation must be redefined as a unique characteristic of the 
individual’s overall identity. However, when a student self-discloses a diagnosis, this self-
identification creates a documented difference between possessing and not possessing a 
disability in the college environment. When assessing stereotypes of a learning disability, May 
and Stone (2010) found that of the 137 study participants (38 students with learning disabilities 
and 99 students without any self-identified disabilities), students with a learning disability were 
more likely to perceive that society as a whole viewed individuals with learning disabilities as 
less intelligent than those without the diagnosis. This negative perception of disability may 
contribute to a student’s hesitation to self-advocate for postsecondary accommodation support.  
Students with disabilities have increased their postsecondary participation, with increased 
transitioning occurring directly from the high school to higher education setting (Lovett & 
Lewandowski, 2006; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). Although specific policies 
safeguard individuals with disabilities within both the K-12 and postsecondary sectors (e.g. 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973), students who enroll in higher education no longer 
have access to and support from an “individualized education program” (IEP) team, a group 
consisting of a school psychologist, teachers, school administrators, and parents who advocate 
for the student’s rights and needs. Instead, students who plan to utilize postsecondary disability 
support services must self-identify with the institution’s student disability office. Although self-
identifying allows the postsecondary institution to create an accommodation plan, aiding and 
supporting a student’s academic experience (e.g. use of note takers, change in class location for 
improved access, etc.), research has shown the transition from externally proactive (K-12) to 
internally responsible (higher education) disability support structure can negatively affect the 
postsecondary experience of students with disabilities and creates an extreme divergence from 
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disability support procedures the student has used in his or her previous academic environments 
(Hadley, 2009; Milsom & Hartley, 2005).  
For a student to receive any accommodations, it is necessary for the student to self-
identify his or her disability to the institution, specifically through the assistance of the 
institution’s disability service office. According to the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for 
Civil Rights, disclosing a disability must be voluntary. Although this is a choice to be made by 
the individual, not self-disclosing a disability, and not receiving accommodations, may hinder his 
or her overall postsecondary experience. As discussed by Mull, Sitlington, and Alper (2001), 
institutions should be made aware of students’ needs and supply the necessary reasonable 
accommodations. However, students may be hesitant to disclose this personal information for 
fear of stigma and negative perception by their peers. For example, hesitation to self-identify 
may occur for student veterans returning from military duty with newly developed disabilities 
(American Council on Education, 2008). Shackelford (2009) noted that student veterans with 
disabilities “may simply want to blend in with other students [and]… is largely the result of 
cultural norms carried over from their experiences in the military” (p. 37).  
 In a paper by Abreu-Ellis, Ellis, and Hayes (2009), the authors examined time of 
students’ diagnoses leading to a documented disability and the development of self-regulation 
and learning strategies in the students’ lives. In a sample of 45 Canadian students with a 
diagnosed learning disability, the authors utilized the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory 
(LASSI) to investigate any similarities and differences in the students’ journey from diagnosis to 
learning strategy development and accommodation support by comparing students with 
diagnosis and academic support in high school and during postsecondary education. The LASSI, 
an 80-question assessment tool, includes categories such as anxiety, attitude, concentration, 
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information processing, motivation, selecting main ideas, self-testing, study aids, test strategies, 
and time management. The authors found a discrepancy in mean scores for six of the ten 
measurement scales (anxiety, attitude, concentration, selecting main ideas, study aids, and test 
strategies) for students with learning disabilities diagnosed during K-12 completion with those 
students diagnosed during postsecondary education. The authors noted that early identification of 
a student’s diagnosis and establishing academic strategies during K-12 schooling significantly 
and positively affected student academic success in higher education (Abreu-Ellis et al., 2009). It 
can be inferred that understanding one’s disability and the academic support needed to create 
increased educational structure and success can create a streamlined, improved process of self-
identification in the postsecondary setting. Additionally, if students integrate their disability into 
their lives in various settings and possess a comprehensive understanding of their needs, students 
with disabilities may perceive accommodation support to be of greater importance, potentially 
resulting in less reluctance to self-disclose.      
Self-Perception of Postsecondary Student Disability  
Ownership of disability does not infer identical experiences within the postsecondary 
environment for all who have self-identified. Whether it is the student’s specific type of 
disability, institutional environment, level of socio-academic inclusion, or overall sense of self, 
students with disabilities undergo various transitions within the higher education setting, 
influencing their academic achievement and overall experience. Underutilization of 
accommodations and limited social opportunities contribute to the large percentage of students 
with disabilities leaving college and not completing a postsecondary degree (Quick et al., 2003). 
Faculty and staff often do not possess a comprehensive understanding of institutional disability 
support service offerings or have limited experience in the accommodation planning process 
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(Rao, 2004). Greenbaum, Graham, and Scales (1995) note that students are aware of 
administrative inexpertness and find college officials uncooperative and uneducated on disability 
service use. Even though each institution is responsible for acknowledging and assisting with 
disability-specific needs, colleges and universities are not maximizing campus resources to 
provide greater access to services and promote acceptance of student disability.  
In order to understand the potential stigma and exclusion students with disabilities may 
experience, it is vital to learn first-hand accounts of what they may endure. Through a grounded 
theory qualitative methodology, a type of research that involves the “constant comparison of data 
with emerging categories, and the theoretical sampling of different groups to maximize the 
similarities and the differences of information” (Creswell, 1994, p. 12), Troiano (2003) 
interviewed college students with learning disabilities regarding their postsecondary experiences 
and understanding of their diagnosis. Troiano (2003) found that the students interviewed had, 
over a period of time, established reactions to and opinions of their learning disability developed, 
in part, by their college experiences and noted that “students discovered that the more they 
understood about their learning disability and their individual needs, the easier it would be to 
communicate those needs to others” (Troiano, 2003, p. 408). One participant’s response on the 
stigmatization experienced directly related to the individual’s disability highlighted how an 
individual may construct and identify various levels of one’s identity, with disability serving as a 
negative contribution: 
Perhaps the most moving account of feeling stigmatized came from Shawna. She 
described her father’s initial reaction to her learning disability diagnosis: 
My father, he told me this and I believe it, that you should try not to let people put that 
label on you, that label of a learning disability. He said you already have a label as a 
   28 
woman, and then as a Black woman. Don’t let people put one more label on you that is 
going to hold you from succeeding and that is going to make people expect less from 
you. (Troiano, 2003, p. 413) 
 
This case highlights that individuals with a disability, and those around them, can understand 
various components of their overall identity (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, etc.), yet still 
conceptualize disability as a “lesser than” aspect of who they are. This example illustrates how 
disability is often viewed separately, and more negatively, than other, historically understood 
mechanisms of diversity. However, stigmatization and differences in diversity equity may be 
influenced by the implementation of postsecondary disability services and the structure of the 
self-identification process. Students, to receive accommodations and support services, must 
continuously self-advocate during the numerous transitions occurring throughout their college 
experience such as before classes begin each semester, annual moves to new dormitories, and 
ongoing accommodation reviews with the institution’s disability office. When interviewing 
students regarding the various aspects of their postsecondary experience, Holloway (2001) found 
that students may often become frustrated by the ongoing, potentially alienating self-advocacy 
process needed for continual institutional supports. One of the six students interviewed, “Jane” 
noted the frustration in endlessly talking about her disability:  
One of the things which really bugs me is having to organize all this (informing people/ 
time extensions/ exam need notification). It’s time again and extra time, in exams I have 
to go round people and ask to make sure I’ve got the extra time organized because we’re 
allowed 10 minutes extra per hour of exam time, but it means I’ve got to make sure that’s 
happening. It’s not done automatically for me… In fact the first few weeks of term I 
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spend an awful long time just walking round making sure everyone know who I was and 
the particular problem. (Holloway, 2001, p. 602) 
 
 Frustration with lack of support from institutional staff and faculty members may produce 
a negative connotation of one’s disability and cause students to self-segregate their disability 
from others. This “adversarial position” (Devlin & Pothier, 2006, p. 197) institutions create for 
students – not continuing services if continual self-advocacy does occur – may establish that 
disability should not be a function of diversity, since students of other diverse backgrounds do 
not have to endure additional administrative burdens to successfully participate in the higher 
education system. Reexamination of current postsecondary disability policies is needed to 
increase integration and equity for students requiring accommodation support (Hutcheon & 
Wolbring, 2012).  
 Due to the many additional obstacles and procedures needed to assist in the socio-
academic success of students with disabilities, this student population may feel not only 
unwelcomed as part of postsecondary student diversity, but excluded from the overall 
institutional environment. Using the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, 
Mamiseishvili and Koch (2012) identified 90 students self-identifying with a disability who had 
enrolled in a two-year postsecondary institution. Of the 90 identified individuals with disabilities, 
25 percent did not persist following the completion of their first year of postsecondary education. 
Additionally, by the end of their third year, 51 percent of the sample left college indefinitely. The 
authors noted that factors contributing to the students’ postsecondary departure included physical 
functionality of the disabilities and depression (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012). Moreover, 
multiple “minority identities” can create a combined foundation for oppression within the higher 
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education environment. In a case study chronicling a gay male student with a disability, Henry, 
Fuerth, and Figliozzi (2010) noted the college student was often unable to obtain the needed (and 
institutionally created) support services for postsecondary success, specifically counseling 
services, to discuss the obstacles faced due to his disability and sexual orientation. Although the 
student participant noted that his specific institution’s disability support office adequately 
addressed his disability, he believed the staff was unable to understand him holistically, with 
disability as a component of his overall identity (Henry et al., 2010). This article highlights the 
dichotomy in the theory and function of institutional disability services. If institutions’ disability 
support offices cannot adequately approach students with disabilities as unique and 
individualistic cases, comprised of numerous identities and diversity characteristics, students 
may have additional challenges constructing their disability as a part of their overall identity and 
perceive this disability as a negative, misunderstood aspect of who they are as individuals and as 
college students. In order to develop a positive, cohesive disability identity, Weeber (2004) 
found that an individual must integrate the concept of disability into one’s overall identity and 
his/her surrounding community. However, without supportive socio-academic environments, 
elements needed for the successful incorporation of disability into the overall identity, students 
may continue to see disability as a subservient and undesirable factor in how they perceive 
themselves and how they are perceived (Weeber, 2004).  
Student Academic and Social Integration in the Higher Education Environment  
Institutional integration refers to “a student’s ability to adapt to and assimilate into 
educational environments” (Clark, Middleton, Nguyen, & Zwick, 2014, p. 31) and can be 
organized into two specific types – academic integration and social integration (Astin, 1975; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Tinto, 1975). Academic and social integration both occur within 
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the postsecondary environment; however, academic integration focuses on students’ ability to 
endure educational demands, contribute to academic performance, and achieve academic goals, 
and social integration is students’ involvement with activities and developing social interactions 
and networks (Astin, 1975, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). Although the two forms of 
integration serve as unique constructs, research indicates a potential positive relationship 
between the two forms of integration that may impact postsecondary degree completion (Pan, 
Guo, Alikonis, & Bai., 2008; Tinto, 1975; Ullah & Wilson, 2007).  
Demographic Characteristics and Socioeconomic Status on Socio-academic 
Integration. Research has shown that a student’s ability to integrate both academically and 
socially within the higher education environment may be contingent on demographic 
characteristics including gender, age, socioeconomic status, race, and ethnicity (Jones, 2010; 
Morley, 2003; Rubin, 2012; Severiens & Wolff, 2008; Strage, 1999). Jones (2010) found that, 
when surveying 408 first-time, full-time students from eight private postsecondary institutions, 
gender impacted students’ level of social integration and subsequent commitment to their 
institution and postsecondary experience. Jones (2010) noted that differences lie in the level of 
social integration: “when both male and female students have low levels of social integration, the 
subsequent institutional commitment of female students appears to be attenuated in comparison 
to male students. At higher levels of social integration, however, this attenuation does not appear 
to occur” (p. 697). Similarly, when performing a meta-analysis of peer-reviewed articles 
investigating student social integration patterns by different social socioeconomic statuses, Rubin 
(2012) found a statistically significant positive relationship between postsecondary students’ 
social class and social integration tendencies, although statistical testing notes that the effect size 
of this relationship was small (p. 28). Lastly, research notes variation in higher education 
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integration by students’ race and ethnicity, often highlighting negative integration tendencies by 
racial and ethnic minority students (Strage, 1999; Severiens & Wolff, 2008; Morley, 2003). After 
interviewing 23 full-time, first-time, first-year students throughout their freshmen and early 
sophomore years who were considered from racially/ ethnically diverse and/or culturally mixed 
backgrounds, Morley (2003) found that the institutional environment and peer culture strongly 
affected students’ integration within social activities and campus life events, often regulated by 
the race/ethnic hierarchy felt within the students’ social environment. Lastly, Gilardi and 
Guglielmetti (2011) explored older, “non-traditional” student fist-year postsecondary experience, 
finding a variation in engagement for this student group, with age not having great predictive 
power on postsecondary integration and retention.  
Although any individual has the opportunity to integrate either positively or negatively 
within his or her surroundings, an individual with a disability may experience additional 
situations that may impact their ability to integrate. In a study investigating the association 
between social integration and life outcomes in patients with major lower extremity amputations, 
Hawkins and colleagues (2016) found that if an individual had strong social relationships and 
overall support, he or she would have improved overall function and recovery. For individuals 
with low social integration, there was a greater likelihood of problems in ambulating post-
amputation. Conversely, if a participant had high social integration tendencies, he or she had a 
greater likelihood of not only ambulating, but ambulating quickly (Hawkins et al., 2016). 
Shepler and Woosley (2012) explored if academic and social integration tendencies 
differed between college students with and without disabilities, as per Tinto’s model of student 
attrition. The researchers surveyed first-time freshmen students via a first-year institution-wide 
student survey. Of all the submitted responses (N= 5,135), 120 students were identified by the 
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university disability student support office as having a self-identified disability. As noted by the 
researchers, “earliest college transition issues for students with disabilities are similar to the 
issues for other students” (p. 37); however, unlike “issues” for students without disabilities, 
students with disabilities may have ongoing challenges with the ability to integrate related to 
needed accommodations and support (e.g., advocacy of disability-related support services by 
family members).  
Student Social and Academic Environmental Factors of Socio-academic Integration. 
Academic integration is linked both to high school GPA, and first-year GPA. Cerezo and Chang 
(2013) found that high school GPA was the strongest predictor of college GPA in a study 
examining Latina/o achievement at predominately White universities. Moreover, as noted by 
Clark, Middleton, Nguyen, and Zwick (2014), academic integration “mediated the relationship 
between intrinsic motivation to accomplish things and first-year GPA… intrinsic motivation to 
know was also indirectly related to GPA, suggesting that students who enjoy learning are likely 
to perceive the intellectual benefits of college as well” (p. 30).  
Flynn (2014) found, using the Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Study, that 
“academic and social student engagement behaviors significantly impact degree attainment in 
postsecondary education” (p. 467), including use of financial aid for students in four-year 
institutions. Moreover, Smith (2015) found that learning communities, including on-campus 
residential learning communities, increase students’ opportunity to integrate into the institutional 
social environment as well as improve their GPA. Full-time enrollment and on-campus living 
can also contribute to successful persistence in the postsecondary environment, especially for 
individuals with self-identified disabilities (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2010).  
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Additionally, opportunity to integrate due to parental financial support may also 
contribute to students’ level of socio-academic integration. Rubin (2012) noted that if students 
have parents that can financially support their educational expenses, they have a greater 
opportunity to participate in social functions; compared with working-class students, middle-
class students have the opportunity to participate in more social activities and perceive 
themselves as more integrated into the postsecondary environment.  
Institutional Characteristics on Socio-academic Integration. Research indicates the 
influence of the postsecondary institution on students’ socio-academic integration (Flynn, 2014; 
Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2010; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; 
Rubin, 2012; Smith, 2015; Shapiro & Levine, 1999). The size of a postsecondary institution may 
have differential influence on students’ level of engagement and inclusion (Kezar, 2006). Factors 
including an institution’s level of selectivity may not only contribute to a student’s ability to 
integrate academically, but also contribute to retention (Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006). 
Changes in urbanization may also contribute to students’ level of socio-academic integration. 
Poyrazli and Grahame (2007) found that students who attend a postsecondary institution in an 
environment dissimilar to the setting they originally lived in might have challenges adjusting to 
the new and different locale.  
Promoting Impairment Instead of Ability: Medical Model of Disability  
 As currently defined by the World Health Organization’s International Classification of 
Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF), disability is understood as a term for “impairments, 
activity limitations and participation restrictions. Disability is the interaction between individuals 
with a health condition . . . and personal and environmental factors (e.g. negative attitudes, 
inaccessible transportation and public buildings, and limited social supports)” (World Health 
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Organization, 2013, para. 1). Prior to the redefined interpretation of disability at the beginning of 
the 21st century, the World Health Organization (WHO) promoted their initial definition of 
disability. Created in 1980, the definition was medically-focused and viewed disability apart 
from a human experience. In the International Classification of Impairments, Disabilities, and 
Handicaps, the WHO (1980) established three influential interpretations of the concept of 
disability, including (1) impairment - “any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological, 
or anatomical structure of function” (p. 27), (2) disability- “any restriction or lack (resulting from 
an impairment) of ability to perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered 
normal for a human being” (p. 28), and (3) handicap - “a disadvantage for a given individual, 
resulting from an impairment or a disability, that limits or prevents the fulfillment of a role that is 
normal (depending on age, sex, and social and cultural factors) for that individual” (p. 29).  
For over two decades, the medical model of disability, a widely accepted interpretation of 
disability, failed to distinguish between various types of disability; identify additional 
components to assist with accommodation supports; and frame disability as a mainstreamed, 
universal experience (Accessing Safety, 2010). The 1980 WHO definition served as the structure 
for the medical model of disability that was used in subsequent disability policy and initiative 
governance. The medical model of disability conceptualizes disability as a pathology, rooting 
disability within stigmatization (Cole, 2009; Shaw et al., 2012). According to Artiles (2013), “the 
medical model’s defining characteristic is the assumption that disability is located in biological 
impairments . . . implicit in the ‘damaged body’ trope of the medical model are uninterrogated 
assumptions about the normal body” (p. 334). The model is driven by addressing an individual’s 
disability as a mode for eventual change and improvement (Watermeyer, 2013), viewing 
disability not as a component of one’s overall identity but a problem to be remediated through 
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supportive services. While the model provides a foundation for policies and overarching 
legalities, the medical model of disability establishes a distinct separation between disability and 
all other demographic factors (e.g., race, ethnicity, social class, gender, etc.), thus increasing the 
potential for disintegration between disability and other identity memberships (Artiles, 2013). 
This criticism serves as the impetus for redefining how disability is interpreted in the academic 
and professional sectors, and account for the current, stigmatized identity of disability (Ong-
Dean, 2005).  
Connecting Disability to Diversity: Theoretical Frameworks 
A response to the negative lens of the medical model of disability, the social model of 
disability defines disability as a component of social construction, placing the idea of disability 
within society, not within the individual (Artiles, 2013). Viewing disability as an excluded 
element of society (i.e., social perception disabling the individual rather than the actual 
diagnosis), the social model of disability seeks to eliminate the segregation between individuals 
with and without disabilities (Shakespeare, 2006). This social constructionist approach highlights 
how undermining disability stems from the medical management of disability, creating the deep-
seated stigmatization of disability, and the medical community assuming the need to “fix” or 
“cure” disability (Barnes, 1991; Oliver, 1990; Oliver & Barnes, 1993). This understanding of 
how disability is perceived (not as a limitation but a socially-produced mindset) increases the 
accountability of the environment around the individual with a disability and attempts to 
decrease the stigmatization of disability.  
 Similar to the social model of disability, the minority group model is a theoretical 
framework that is structured on the “sociopolitical definition of disability” (Hahn, 1996, p. 41). 
This framework views the current construct of disability as a stigmatizing and oppressive 
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discriminatory characteristic and maintains that this stigmatization acts as the most significant, 
and impinging, component of an individual’s disability (Hahn, 1985). Hahn (1986) structured the 
paradigm on three overarching postulates, including that individuals with disabilities experience 
the majority of disability-related obstacles through the negative perception of disability and how 
their functioning (or lack thereof) is viewed (even if their overall functionality is incorrectly 
assumed), that societal perception of disability is rooted in how policy conceptualizes and 
organizes disability within society, and that there is a cyclical effect between the social 
perception of disability and the creation and implementation of disability policy. Although public 
perception is influenced by enacted policies, societal views of disability prejudices how policy is 
structured and subsequently instituted (Hahn, 1986). Acknowledging that the current lack of 
equity for individuals with disabilities promotes the idea of impairment instead of equality, this 
model calls for the need to improve rights for individuals with disabilities (Hahn, 1983; Hahn, 
1987; Shapiro, 1993). Hahn (1996) noted that disability is stereotypically viewed as a limiting, 
sympathy-induced personal hardship, causing pity instead of empowerment (the latter often 
created through other minority-focused movements). However, the model lays a foundation for 
individuals with disabilities by framing disability as a unifying, minority-group community-
building characteristic, and acknowledging disability as an oppressed minority group identity 
(Landsman, 2005). Although this framework highlights a vital component of disability (identity 
oppression creating a minority status), it does not consider how disability as a minority status is 
included within an academic environment.  
Lastly, and of particular importance, the theory of intersectionality establishes the vital 
junctures needed in bridging disability within the diversity milieu, promoting the identification 
of multiple diversity memberships. Developed by Kimberle Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality, 
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addresses the experiences of “subgroups without a larger identity category are marginalized, 
through understanding the cultural construction of identities within and across individuals, and 
uncovering how social, institutional, and political structures shape and reinforce identity 
formation, and influence identity salience across contexts” (Garcia & Ortiz, 2013, p. 37). The 
concept of intersectionality was originally established within critical scholarship to address the 
inequality and concerns related to gender and ethnicity. However, the framework has evolved, 
expanding its application to the function and dispersal of justice and equity for various groups 
and identities (Hancock, 2007). Intersectionality addresses the potential junctions and obstacles 
created by an individual’s membership and identification of multiple identities (Cole, 2009). 
Identity intersections may affect individuals uniquely, with the potential for increased 
discrimination due to the additional diversity identity components (memberships) they are 
identifying with (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).  
Erevelles and Minear (2010) noted intersectionality can occur within three distinct 
framework categories: anticategorical (intersections are social constructs), intracategorical 
(intersections are due to layered stigmas), and constitutive (intersections are conditional and 
occur within specific contexts). Possessing multiple identities (e.g., disability, specific racial/ 
ethnic status, sexual orientation, etc.) allows an individual to have identity saliency (Erevelles & 
Minear, 2010). Regardless of the specific lens of the intersectionality framework, the theoretical 
concept highlights the potential for identifying with multiple memberships. Though it was not 
initially included, disability serves as a vital component of the intersectionality framework. 
Disability intersects with racial or ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation, and/or religious 
affiliation. However, disability has been considered to be a limiting, “lesser than” membership 
among other diversity characteristics (Hirschmann, 2013). Although numerous groups can 
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experience similar marginalization, disability endures as one of the most significant and 
debilitating membership categories affected by discriminatory social perception (Stanley, 
Buenavista, Masequesmay, & Uba, 2013). As noted by Erevelles and Minear (2010), the 
“omission of disability . . . [in] intersectionality has disastrous and sometimes deadly 
consequences for disabled people of color caught at the violent interstices of multiple 
differences” (p. 128). Including disability is necessary to diminish the historical stigmatization 
faced by this population and assist in better integrating individuals with disabilities within the 
higher education environment.  
 Historically, diversity did not apply to varying and multiple social identities (Artiles, 
2003), with limited research investigating how multiple identities and institutional climate 
intersect with students’ disabilities and influence overall academic success (Garcia & Ortiz, 
2008). Additionally, other diversity memberships have diminished the connection and perceptual 
similarities between race, ethnicity, gender, and disability. As noted in Erevelles and Minear 
(2010), associating disability with race and ethnicity, specifically African Americanism, has been 
“detrimental” (p. 132) to individuals of color within the diversity landscape in the United States, 
thus promoting disability as a separate, medical abnormality. For other identity memberships, it 
has been perceived that associations with disability decrease the empowerment and increased 
equity fought for (Artiles, 2011). Exploring the impact of disability on Asian Americans through 
the use of the National Latino and Asian American Study dataset, Mereish (2012) found that 
Asian Americans with disabilities experience more discrimination, distress, and oppression than 
those not identifying with a disability. To note, of the 2,095 Asian Americans included within the 
sample, 15.8 percent identified as having a disability, which is reflective of and proportionally 
appropriate to the 19 percent of the U.S. civilian non-institutionalized population living with a 
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disability (United States Census Bureau, 2010). Although the effect sizes of the author’s findings 
were small, this study highlights that despite the potential for stigmatization and oppression due 
to racial/ ethnic membership, the presence of a disability increases experienced stigmatization 
and discrimination.  
The intersectionality framework provides an essential lens to investigate the connections 
and divergences occurring within individuals with disabilities (Mereish, 2012). When exploring 
the intersectionality of disability, age, gender, and ethnicity in harassment allegations, Shaw et 
al. (2012) found that possessing a behavioral disability and/or identifying with another minority 
status (e.g., female, racial minority background) increased individuals’ likelihood of 
experiencing disability harassment. Although the study by Shaw et al. (2012) explored disability 
harassment within the higher education environment, it can be inferred that presence of disability 
and impact of other identity memberships may produce comparable experiences. 
Conceptual Framework: Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model  
Although disability, specifically within the academic environment, has been explored, 
little research has documented the importance of its inclusion in diversity literature. The 
Disability – Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM), a new conceptual framework, approaches 
disability as a multifaceted aspect of student diversity. It is hypothesized that the current 
institutional climate is limited in its knowledge and understanding of student disability within a 
higher education setting due to minimal exposure and awareness of disability. This environment 
then perpetuates the continued lack of awareness and misunderstanding of student disability. 
However, disability may impact students’ ability to be included within the higher education 
environment, potentially influencing students’ ability to academically and/or socially integrate 
within the postsecondary setting. Drawing upon theoretical underpinnings rooted in the social 
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model of disability, minority group model, and intersectionality, it is hypothesized that student 
disability within the postsecondary setting is structured through the student’s own 
acknowledgement of disability. This understanding of disability can then enable students with 
disabilities to recognize previously experienced stigmatization, develop resiliency, and move 
toward a greater understanding of student diversity within the higher education community.  
 
Figure 2-1. Elements influencing student disability identity development within higher education 
 
The Development of the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model. Increasing 
enrollment and participation in higher education continues for individuals with disabilities 
(Lovett & Lewandowski, 2006; Raue and Lewis, 2011; Wagner et al., 2005). Despite a 
developing presence, students with disabilities face additional obstacles that other college 
students without disabilities may not encounter (Brockelman et al., 2006; Hadley, 2011; 
Hergenrather & Rhodes, 2007; May & Stone, 2010; Shackelford, 2009). Disability is 
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traditionally perceived as a limitation for the individual with the disability (Barnes, 2006; 
Dudley-Marling, 2004; Quick et al., 2003; Wax, 2014), and may serve as grounds for 
stigmatization and/or discrimination (Green, 2007; Ryan, 2007; Trammell, 2009; Walker, 2008). 
The medical model of disability, which frames disability as an impairment, has negatively 
impacted the perception of individuals with and has shaped public perception about disability 
(Artiles, 2013; Cole, 2009; Ong-Dean, 2005; Shaw et al., 2012; Watermeyer, 2013).  
Previous theoretical frameworks have addressed the impact of disability through the 
social and oppressed lens and highlighted the need to emphasize the ability and overall 
functionality for individuals with disabilities (Barnes, 1991; Hahn, 1985, 1986, 1996; Oliver, 
1990; Oliver & Barnes, 1993). Additionally, the theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) 
addresses how multiple aspects of one’s identity are incorporated and understood within a 
diversity landscape, even including disability as a viable membership (Hirschmann, 2013). 
However, research has shown that disability is still perceived as an unequal, “lesser than” 
component of one’s overall identity (Erevelles & Minear, 2010; Stanley et al., 2013).  
A disconnect between disability and diversity is documented throughout the literature 
(Darling, 2013; Davis, 2011; Devlieger et al., 2007; King, 2009; Schlemper & Monk, 2011). 
Moreover, research has suggested that better inclusion and equity are needed for increased 
integration and success for students with disabilities in higher education (Garrison-Wade, 2012; 
Getzel, 2008; Grigal et al., 2012; Huger, 2011; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). When addressing the 
idea of acculturation Berry (1997) states, “integration can only be ‘freely’ chosen and 
successfully pursued by non-dominant groups when the dominant society is open and inclusive 
in its orientation towards cultural diversity” (p. 10). Similarly, as noted by Olkin (2016), students 
with disabilities must have the opportunity to include the idea of disability within the diversity 
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landscape, establishing the opportunity to bridge disability into diversity. Although 
conceptualizations of complex, multifaceted influences on identity can be found in other fields 
(Hays, 2008; Sue, 2010), the lack of frameworks within postsecondary literature that approach 
disability as a component of diversity supports the need to create a conceptual framework that 
redefines disability within the higher education environment.  
Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model Postulates. The DDDM framework is 
predicated on seven tenets related both to the experiences of students with disabilities and to 
postsecondary community members’ perception of disability within the higher education 
environment. Disability must not only be viewed as a component of diversity but also be 
acknowledged as a unique student characteristic. Students with disabilities “cross all racial, 
gender, educational, socioeconomic, and organizational lines” (Disabled World, 2014, para. 1) 
and serve as the largest multicultural minority (Anderson, 2006).  
The DDDM framework is grounded on the following tenets: 
1. Disability is influenced by social constructs (Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 2006), the 
medical definition of disability (Artiles, 2013; Cole, 2009; Shaw et al., 2012), as well as 
the legal definition of disability. Within the postsecondary environment, this can be 
instrumental in guiding students’ accommodation plan process and structure their 
postsecondary experience. Possessing a disability within the postsecondary educational 
environment can be viewed as a multifaceted component of diversity with socially, 
medically, and legally structured features, allowing the opportunity for disability to be a 
part of the student’s identity. 
2. Self-identification and accommodation plan development may create stigma within an 
education environment, with students and faculty not fully aware of what a disability 
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truly means (Hadley, 2009; May & Stone, 2010; Milsom & Hartley, 2005). When a 
student self-identifies and establishes an accommodation plan, it is a voluntary 
commitment a student participates in. Despite this voluntary commitment for 
accommodation support, members of the postsecondary community should not 
discriminate or judge as they may also participate in voluntary commitments within the 
higher education environment similar to disability service support (i.e., scheduling 
coursework to accommodate personal needs).  
3. Disability within a postsecondary dynamic is often indicative of student stigmatization 
(Holloway, 2001; Olney & Brockelman, 2003; Olney & Kim, 2001). Students with 
disabilities may experience social exclusion from their peers and/or feel unacknowledged 
in campus activity programming and diversity-based coursework. Because of this unique 
experience, disability could be considered a postsecondary minority status (Hahn, 1985; 
Hahn, 1996), similar to minority categories including race and ethnicity, thus an essential 
component of diversity.  
4. Students with disabilities can identify as members of their postsecondary student 
diversity system because of their disability or a combination of their disability and 
another diversity categorization (Hirschmann, 2013). “Disability-diversity” is the 
understanding of disability as an equal, non-stigmatized characteristic of student diversity 
and is created through understanding one’s own disability and how perception of 
disability within the socio-academic environment plays in overall identity formation. 
Impact of disability within a student’s “disability-diversity” identity can vary among 
individuals. 
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5. The intersection of identities (e.g., presence of disability, gender, racial background, 
sexual orientation, etc.) is interpreted and understood uniquely by each individual 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Hirschmann, 2013). Interpretation of various memberships and their 
impact on a student’s life can evolve with new life experiences (e.g., beginning college).   
6. The idea of disability within the postsecondary environment continues to evolve 
(Shallish, 2015). Minimal exposure within a campus setting and frequent exclusion from 
diversity-based activities forces students with disabilities to perceive their disability as an 
unaccepted component of higher education diversity. As disability becomes a consistent, 
ongoing aspect of student diversity, students will view disability not so much as a 
medical impairment but as a vital and accepted component of higher education diversity.  
7. Disability is not static and includes physical, emotional, and intellectual disabilities and a 
combination of multiple disability categorizations. There are many types of disabilities 
that should not be viewed as a singular entity (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2014; Raue & Lewis, 2011; World Health Organization, 2011). To be truly 
accepted as a component of diversity, disability must be understood as a multifaceted, 
multifunctioning concept contributing to the individual’s overall identity. For example, 
level of functioning, type of disability, and the disability visibility (e.g., wheelchair use, 
use of adaptive technology) all contributes to understanding diversity within student 
disability as well. 
Defining the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model. Despite the need to establish a 
new lens to assist in decreasing stigma associated with disability (Miller, Parker, & Fillinson, 
2004), social perception of disability makes this a challenging task (Waterstone & Stein, 2008). 
As indicated in Figure 2-1, student disability is frequently influenced by the medical model of 
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disability and the traditional understanding of student diversity (Artiles, 2011; Artiles, 2013; 
Davis, 2011; Linton, 1998). The DDDM framework serves as a foundation to restructure the role 
of student disability within the higher education environment. The amalgamation of social and 
medical theoretical concepts and the incorporation of resiliency and identity development allow 
for a holistic and positive approach to student disability. The crux of the DDDM framework is 
rooted in the advocacy of equal acceptance and inclusion in a diverse college setting. Jones and 
McEwen (2000) noted the importance of an individual’s understanding oneself as possessing 
multiple identities, transcending identity development beyond a single component of “self.” If 
individuals understand disability as an equal component of diversity, increased inclusion of 
students with disabilities within the postsecondary environment can occur. 
Within the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model, two modes of disability-diversity 
emerge in college environments, presenting the ability, or inability, for students with disabilities 
to be included and confront similar issues as students identifying with other diversity 
memberships. Each disability-diversity experience relates to both the students’ perception of the 
role their disability plays in their life and the postsecondary environment.  
The two student disability transitional types within the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect 
Model include: 
• Disability-Diversity Disconnect: The student with a disability does not have the desire to 
fully (or intentionally) participate within the postsecondary environment and does not 
integrate due to difficulty incorporating disability into postsecondary environment and 
possessing dissimilar experiences from students identifying with other diversity 
memberships. Students within this type have negative experiences integrating within the 
higher education environment. The student does not view the college environment as 
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accepting of disability, specifically as a component of student diversity. The disability-
diversity disconnect remains. 
• Disability-Diversity Connect: The student with a disability perceives his/her disability as 
one of the many components within his/her overall identity and role within a 
postsecondary setting. Additionally, disability within the postsecondary environment may 
be viewed as a component of postsecondary diversity. The student believes that disability 
is fully incorporated into student diversity and an equally important characteristic within 
the postsecondary diversity milieu. Feelings of disability-diversity inclusion occur 
through positive experiences of self-development, desire to participate within the 
postsecondary community, and achievement of socio-academic goals. The disability- 
diversity disconnect no longer remains. 
 
Illustrated in Figure 2-2, students with disabilities can perceive their postsecondary 
experiences, and the construct of disability, as either positive and included (Disability-Diversity 
Connect) or negative and disintegrated (Disability-Diversity Disconnect). At the point of 
enrollment, each student possesses specific characteristics that may lend to his or her 
postsecondary experience, including demographic characteristics (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, 
disability type, etc.). In addition to one’s demographic features, a student’s choice of higher 
education institution (e.g., public/private, two-year/four-year, level of selectivity, etc.) may affect 
his or her overall experience of higher education. The unique combination of demographic and 
institutional characteristics lends to the overall diversity of the student and the postsecondary 
environment. Moreover, these characteristics may lend to students’ future academic and social 
opportunities within the higher education environment. Increased access to academic and social 
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experiences within the postsecondary setting may impact the perceived level of academic and 
social integration (postsecondary inclusion) for students with disabilities; however, and most 
importantly, students with disabilities must perceive that disability is an included and accepted 
component of student diversity to perceive they are truly connected to their institutional setting.    
 
Figure 2-2. The Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model  
 
The Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM) introduces a new approach to 
understanding student disability within a higher education setting. Historically, student disability 
has been viewed under theoretical mindsets with a focus on impairment, stigma, and oppression. 
The DDDM establishes the importance for inclusion of disability within student diversity for 
greater student acceptance and inclusion within a higher education dynamic. Students with 
disabilities can have varying experiences that are influenced by their disability and its impact on 
their postsecondary experience. In order to redefine student diversity, students with disabilities 
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and higher education institutions must begin to incorporate disability within diversity for better 
inclusion and overall acceptance. Additionally, for students to understand disability as an 
important and equal component of his or her identity, intersecting with other identity 
characteristics, their perception of the disability and their understood role within postsecondary 
education must be positive. When a student participates in academic and social environments on 
campus, he or she is more likely to have feelings of acceptance and perceived inclusion. When a 
student feels accepted and integrated, he or she has a greater opportunity to understand the 
disability as another component of one’s identity and, therefore, allows for disability to blend 
more seamlessly with other diversity characteristics. This is when disability can truly intersect 
with diversity.  
The significance of this new conceptual framework is to underscore the need for 
improved inclusion of disability within the diversity spectrum. Little research includes equal 
importance of disability within student diversity. Moreover, research does not always address the 
multidimensional construct of disability. Olney and Brockelman (2005) found that students with 
disabilities often interpret their disability differently depending on their gender and the type of 
disability they possess. The DDDM framework lays a foundation for future research on the 
integration of student disability within the postsecondary diversity dynamic and the importance 
of personal interpretation of disability in relation to other diversity characteristics in overall 
identity development. Reimaging the social and medical influences contributing to the current 
perception of disability in higher education can assist in identifying the current cyclical 
relationship among the stigmatization of student disability at the postsecondary level, student 
awareness of disability, and the socio-academic experiences of students with disabilities. 
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Although the higher education environment cannot reverse historical exclusion of 
minority groups of specific racial backgrounds, it is vital to assess the current postsecondary 
landscape to ensure there are no longer segregating components of student diversity (Hurtado, 
Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). Comparable to how other diversity categories (e.g., 
race, ethnicity, gender) have assimilated within the postsecondary environment, disability must 
be reassessed and included within the student diversity landscape. Confluence of the medical 
model of disability, social perception and confusion as to what constitutes disability and how it 
applies to the postsecondary setting continues to perpetuate ongoing stigmatization and results in 
the exclusion from its identification as a positive component of diversity membership. If 
disability remains removed from other components of student diversity, it can be assumed that 
the disability-diversity disconnect is present and perpetuated at a postsecondary level. 
Additionally, further exploration is required to establish whether students identifying with both a 
disability and another diversity membership exhibit more negative socio-academic experiences 
due to the presence of a disability than just solely with the other diversity membership. 
Exploring the existence of a potential disability-diversity disconnect is critical to 
elucidating the current perception of whether disability is accepted as a part of student diversity 
in the higher education setting. Although the DDDM is theoretically based, higher education 
administrators can incorporate the model within institutional initiatives to ensure that students, 
faculty, and staff have a better awareness of disability as a form of diversity and increase 
accessibility and acceptance for students with disabilities in academic and social opportunities 
afforded to other diverse student populations. Additionally, accessibility specialists and disability 
support staff may use the model to develop student activities and workshops rooted in expanding 
the current perception of student diversity to include all types of disabilities. Although federal 
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policy calls for increased access for and prohibits discrimination against students with 
disabilities, disability within the higher education environment serves as the “last frontier” of 
student equality and inclusion. Due to the current perception of student disability as a form of 
impairment at the postsecondary level, rather than as a part of student diversity, understanding 
the role of disability in the campus climate and including students with disabilities in academic 
and social settings may be a challenging task for fellow students, faculty, and administrators; 
however, the DDDM may provide the foundation to expand the current postsecondary 
understanding of student diversity to include students with disabilities as well.  
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CHAPTER III 
Methodology 
There are three aims to this study. The first aim is to explore if socio-academic 
experiences of students with self-identified disabilities differ from those without disabilities. The 
second aim investigates if disability, as well as other student diversity characteristics, impact 
students’ socio-academic experiences within the four-year postsecondary environment. Lastly, 
the third aim investigates how disability type, both visible and non-visible, as well as other 
characteristics may impact students’ with self-identified disabilities socio-academic experiences. 
Holistically, this study examines if the disability construct creates a disconnect in socio-
academic integration for students with and without disabilities. Moreover, this study investigates 
how disability impacts socio-academic integration and if it impacts similarly as other, more 
traditionally understood concepts of student diversity (i.e., positive or negative contribution to 
socio-academic integration). Research notes students with disabilities have varying 
postsecondary experiences, often experiencing negative attitudes from faculty, staff, and peers 
because of the presence of a self-identified disability (McCune, 2001; Ryan, 2011; Shevlin, 
2010). To date there has been minimal exploration of disability as a component of student 
diversity in the literature. Do the socio-academic experiences of students with disabilities mirror 
those of “traditional” student diversity categorizations? This study will offer insight into how 
student disability is positioned within higher education student diversity and whether a potential 
“disconnect” is occurring between disability and other aspects of student diversity. This 
“disconnect” will be measured by the difference in social and academic integration experiences 
among students with and without self-identified disabilities as well as within the student 
disability population. This chapter summarizes the methodology used in this research study, 
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including outlining phases in data preparation and overall organization of the study’s dataset and 
data analysis.   
Research Questions 
 As stated in Chapter 1, the following research questions guide the inquiry of this study:   
(1) Overall, how does socio-academic integration differ for students with disabilities and 
students without disabilities?  
a. Is academic integration of students with disabilities different than that of 
students without disabilities? 
b. Is social integration of students with disabilities different than that of students 
without disabilities? 
c. Of those students with disabilities, to what extent does academic integration 
differ for students with apparent and for students with non-apparent 
disabilities? 
d. Of those students with disabilities, to what extent does social integration differ 
for students with apparent and for students with non-apparent disabilities? 
(2) Controlling for institutional characteristics and student socio-academic environmental 
factors, to what extent does disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic 
status account for students’ level of academic integration in the postsecondary 
environment?  
a. Of students with disabilities, to what extent does disability type, race/ 
ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status account for their level of 
academic integration in the postsecondary environment?  
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(3) Controlling for institutional characteristics and student socio-academic environmental 
factors, to what extent does disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic 
status account for students’ level of social integration in the postsecondary 
environment?  
a. Of students with disabilities, to what extent does disability type, race/ 
ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status account for their level of social 
integration in the postsecondary environment?  
Research Model 
Driven by the theory of intersectionality, the minority group model, and the social model 
of disability, the proposed research model addresses three key components. First, the model 
addresses if there is a difference in academic and social inclusion within the postsecondary 
environment for students with and without disabilities, underlining the possible continued 
influence of the medical model of disability (and ongoing stigmatization of students with 
disabilities) in the higher education environment. Second, the research model addresses the role 
of disability on academic and social inclusion within the postsecondary setting. This aspect 
relates back to the proposed conceptual framework presented in Chapter Two, The Disability-
Diversity (Dis)Connect Model. If a student with disability perceives, as a whole, he or she is not 
included (cannot fully integrate) either academically or socially within the postsecondary 
environment, the student remains disconnected from the higher education community and, more 
specifically, continues to be segregated from other, more traditionally defined forms of student 
diversity. Lastly, additional exploration will occur to investigate the contribution of disability 
types and the role of traditionally understood student diversity characteristics on academic and 
social integration for students with disabilities.   
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The major constructs in the proposed model that will drive subsequent statistical analyses 
include: 
• Student characteristics 
o Students’ demographic characteristics (e.g., race/ ethnicity, gender, age, presence 
of self-identified disability) 
o Students’ socioeconomic background (e.g., family income, highest level of 
education for parent(s))  
o Disability type (e.g., apparent and non-apparent disability) 
• Student social environmental factors within postsecondary environment (e.g., use of on-
campus residential services, financial support from parents, use of financial aid) 
• Student academic environmental factors within postsecondary environment (e.g., 
enrollment pattern, high school grade point average, grade point average for first year of 
postsecondary education) 
• Characteristics of postsecondary institutions where students are enrolled (e.g., size, 
affiliation, degree of urbanization, level of selectivity) 
• Level of academic integration into postsecondary environment  
• Level of social integration into postsecondary environment  
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Therefore, the proposed research model is:  
 
Figure 3-1. Research Model 
 
Data Source and Sample 
 This quantitative research study uses the Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) 
Longitudinal Study from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). BPS is a 
nationally representative sample comprised of approximately 16,700 students (National Center 
for Education Statistics, n.d.a). The BPS study surveyed first-time beginner students at three 
different points throughout their postsecondary journey – at the end of students’ first, third, and 
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sixth year from the start of initial enrollment, with cohort data collection occurring at the end of 
the 2003-2004, 2005-2006, and 2008-2009 academic years (National Center for Education 
Statistics, n.d.b). As indicated by NCES (n.d.a), the BPS survey collects data on “student 
persistence in, and completion of, postsecondary education programs, their transition to 
employment, demographic characteristics, and changes over time in their goals, marital status, 
income, and debt, among other indicators” (para. 1). BPS is a longitudinal study with data on the 
progression and development of experience within and integration into higher education (NCES, 
n.d.a). This dataset is advantageous to use to investigate students’ experiences because of the 
dataset’s inclusion of variables related to student social and academic integration in the 
postsecondary environment. Additionally, this dataset was used to increase the generalizability 
of the research findings to higher education institutions throughout the United States. The 
Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study is a dataset produced by the 
National Center for Education Statistics investigating postsecondary experiences for first-time, 
beginning students in all institutional types and levels (National Center for Education Statistics, 
n.d.b). Numerous research studies have used the BPS dataset and measurement characteristics 
have been well established in the literature. Additionally, more specifically, previous literature 
has utilized the BPS dataset for research with a particular focus on students with disabilities 
(Koch, Mamiseishvili, & Higgins, 2014; Mamiseishvili, & Koch, 2010).  
 Prior to the completion of the third data collection wave, a field study was published by 
the NCES to evaluate the methodology and data procedures (Wine, Cominole, & Caves, 2009). 
As noted by McKean (2011), the field study report included a reliability reinterview to ensure 
data quality. To accomplish the reliability reinterview, 300 randomly selected survey participants 
from the first data collection were given a subset of questions extracted from the main interview 
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questionnaire (Wine et al., 2009). The reliability reinterview yielded a 72 response rate, 
confirmed that there were no major concerns with the data quality, and met NCES standards 
(Wine et al., 2009, as cited by McKean, 2011). 
 This study will only include students entering four-year institutions. The second wave 
was used to capture the student experience (e.g., academic integration and social integration) 
following their entry into higher education. This study focuses on investigating how students 
perceive their level of inclusion within their postsecondary environment. Since the second wave 
of data will be used to capture the student experience, and to serve as the outcome variables for 
subsequent analyses, it was advantageous to focus on students attending four-year institutions as 
students in two-year institutions may be graduating and/or transferring to a four-year institution 
within the two year span from the first to second data collections. As it was believed that the 
student experience would differ by the student’s decision to initially enroll in a two- or four-year 
institution and timeframe to degree (i.e. associate’s versus bachelor’s), it was decided to focus on 
four-year institutions to prevent any additional confounding variables. 
Missing Data  
 For missing cases, the dataset was reviewed to confirm the presence of any missing 
patterns within the data. Statistical software was used to assess if the missing data is “missing 
completely at random” (MCAR) (Pigott, 2001). For any variables with less than ten percent of 
missing cases, it was considered a suitable amount for subsequent analyses (Pigott, 2001). 
However, for variables containing more than ten percent of missing cases, Rubin’s (1987) 
multiple imputation procedure was used. As noted by Yuan (2010), multiple imputation (MI) is a 
useful strategy that replaces a missing value with “a set of plausible values that represent the 
uncertainty about the right value to impute” (p. 1). MI will serve as a valuable technique to 
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prepare the data for statistical analysis; Acock (2005) notes that other techniques such as mean 
substitution or listwise deletion may increase Type II errors, increase or reduce statistical power, 
or create biased estimates that may negatively impact findings and conclusions. Instead, as noted 
by Soley-Bori (2013), MI “solves the limitations of single imputation by introducing an 
additional form of error based on variation in the parameter estimates across the imputation, 
which is called “between imputation error” (p. 7). Moreover, this technique replaces missing 
items with multiple options of acceptable values, establishing various, but accurate, distributions 
(Allison, 2001). As per Von Hippel (2004), missing values in continuous variables and 
categorical are imputed through the use of linear regression and logistic regression, respectively.  
The Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study contains information for 
16,700 students (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.a). Of this dataset, 89.73 percent of 
students indicated that they did not have a long-lasting disability or condition lasting six months 
or more when the data was collected during the first survey time point (as measured through 
variable “DISABLE” at the 2004 data collection) and only 10.27 percent self-identified as 
having a disability. As noted by the National Center for Education Statistics (2015), 
approximately 11 percent of all students enrolled in postsecondary institutions have a self-
identified disability.  When compared to the literature, the BPS data set is nationally 
representative of the current student population with a self-identified disability.  
Study Variables Relative to Research Variables  
 Currently, disability in higher education is frequently organized and approached through 
the medical model of disability, with an understanding that disability is a form of impairment and 
the individual who has the disability needs to be improved (Cole, 2009; Shaw et al., 2012). This 
existing understanding of disability often creates stigmatization of those with disabilities (Artiles, 
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2013). Because stigmatization of students with disabilities is apparent in the literature, it is vital 
to explore how students integrate into the higher education environment in the way to which 
other student populations are privy to. Understanding students’ with disabilities ability to 
integrate serves as the basis of the Disability – Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM) proposed 
in this dissertation research.  
 This dissertation investigates the differences in perceived academic and social inclusion 
for students with and without disabilities. Moreover, this dissertation is to examine how 
demographic characteristics, including student disability, influence students’ academic and social 
experiences. To address the research questions presented in this study, the dependent variables 
are to measure students’ level of social and academic integration. Tables detailing the variable 
names, descriptions, names, and recodes can be found in the appendix.  
Outcome Variables 
Academic Integration. The Academic Integration Index variable, “ACAINX06,” will be 
used to assess students’ academic integration within the postsecondary environment. This 
variable indexes the overall level of academic integration during the second survey time point 
and is a composite score generated by the NCES. This variable is based on the average of 
participants’ responses regarding social contact with faculty, discussions with faculty outside of 
class, meeting with an academic advisor, or participation in study groups during the second 
survey time point. This variable was intentionally chosen over “ACAINX04”, level of academic 
integration during the first survey time point, to capture how students have fared and integrated 
within the first three years of their postsecondary journey. It is possible that if “ACAINX04” was 
utilized instead of “ACAINX06,” the data may not fully reveal students’ level of academic 
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integration. “ACAINX06” is a continuous variable where the four variables used within this 
variable are averaged.  
Social Integration. The Social Integration Index variable, “SOCINX06,” will be used to 
assess students’ social integration within the postsecondary environment. This variable indexes 
the overall level of social integration during the second survey time point and is a composite 
score generated by the NCES. This variable is based on the average of participants’ responses on 
their involvement in fine arts activities, participation in school clubs, and participation in 
intramural or varsity sports during the second survey time point. This variable was intentionally 
chosen over “SOCINX04,” level of social integration during the first survey time point, to 
capture how students have fared and integrated within the first three years of their postsecondary 
journey. It is possible that if “SOCINX04” was utilized instead of “SOCINX06”, the data may 
not fully reveal students’ level of social integration. “SOCINX06” is a continuous variable where 
the three variables used within this variable are averaged.  
Standardization of Dependent Variables. Converting variables into standardized 
variables transforms a variable to a standard score that has a mean of zero and standard deviation 
of one. Leech, Barrett and Morgan (2015) note that “standardized scores are used when you want 
to compute a summated scale score made up of variables with quite different means and standard 
deviations” (p. 319). The study’s two dependent variables, ACAINX06 and SOCINX06 vary in 
range interval, mean, and standard deviation.  For the full BPS dataset, the 2006 academic 
integration variable has a mean of 90.27, a standard deviation of 42.28, and a range interval of 25 
to 200. For the full BPS dataset, the 2006 social integration variable has a mean of 81.40, a 
standard deviation of 44.02, and a range interval of 33 to 200. For all analyses, standard scores of 
the variables were created and used.  
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Predictor Variables  
Independent variables are grouped into several major constructs. These constructs include: 
Student Characteristics. 
- Age during first year of postsecondary education: The continuous age variable was 
recoded into two dummy coded dichotomous variables (e.g., 18 and under, 19 and older). 
18 years of age and younger was treated as the reference group.  
- Disability: A categorical variable indicating, if the participant identifies having a 
disability, the specific type of self-identified disability. For this research project, the 
variable was recoded into dichotomous variables indicating if the disability type was 
apparent (visible to others) or non-apparent (not visible to others). Specific disability 
types and how they were organized can be found in the appendix.  Please note that for 
regression analyses containing all students in four-year institutions, the variable was 
coded to identify the presence or absence of the specific disability grouping. For 
example, for the recoded variable of “apparent disability,” the presence of having an 
apparent disability would be coded as “1” and the absence of an apparent disability 
(individuals with either non-apparent disabilities or no disabilities at all) were coded as 
“0.” In subgroup analyses only investigating students with disabilities in four-year 
institutions, the variable slightly changes because of the removal of students without 
disabilities. For subgroup analyses, the recoded variable of “apparent disability” still 
indicates the presence or absence of apparent disability; however, because only students 
with disabilities are within this subgroup analysis, the absence of apparent disability 
would be, by default, non-apparent disability. Apparent disability was treated as the 
reference group.  
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- Gender: A dummy coded dichotomous variable indicating the participant’s gender. For 
this research project, the variable is recoded with male as the reference group.  
- Race and Ethnicity: A categorical variable indicating the student’s race/ ethnicity. 
Dummy coded dichotomous variables were created to address each of the eight categories 
found in the BPS. The eight categories (American Indian/ Alaska Native, Asian, Black/ 
African American, Hispanic/ Latino, More Than One Race, Native Hawaiian/ Other 
Pacific Islander, Other, and White) were recoded into five dummy coded dichotomous 
variables (Asian, Black/ African American, Hispanic/ Latino, Other, and White). Please 
note that “Hispanic/ Latino” is considered as the ethnicity variable and the remaining four 
variables are considered the race variables. Additionally, please note that the recoded 
“Other” variable includes the following BPS categories: American Indian/ Alaska Native, 
More Than One Race, Native Hawaiian/ Other Pacific Islander, and Other.  White was 
treated as the reference group.  
Institutional Characteristics. 
- Carnegie Size and Setting: A categorical variable indicating the size and setting was 
recoded into three dummy coded dichotomous variables (e.g., small, medium, and large). 
Large was treated as the reference group.  
- Degree of Urbanization: A categorical variable indicating the level of urbanization of the 
respondent’s institution. The variable was recoded into three dummy coded variables 
(e.g., rural, suburban, urban). Urban was treated as the reference group.  
- Institutional Control and Affiliation: A categorical variable indicating the specific control 
of an institution. The variable was recoded into two dummy coded variables (e.g., public 
and private). Public was treated as the reference group.  
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- Institutional Selectivity: A categorical variable indicating the level of selectivity for the 
four-year institution. The variable was recorded into three dummy coded variables (e.g., 
high selectivity, moderate selectivity, minimal selectivity). High was treated as the 
reference group.  
Student Academic Environmental Factors within the Postsecondary Environment. 
- Student Enrollment Pattern: A categorical variable indicating the student’s enrollment 
pattern during their first year of postsecondary education. The variable was recoded into 
three dummy coded variables (e.g., mainly full-time, mainly part-time, and both full- and 
part-time). Please note that “both full- and part-time” was driven by one of the variable’s 
original enrollment pattern variable options. For example, a student would receive this 
coding if s/he enrolled in postsecondary coursework as full-time status for half of the 
academic year and as part-time status for the other half of the academic year. Both full- 
and part-time was treated as the reference group.  
- Student Grade Point Average (GPA): A continuous variable indicating the student’s 
cumulative GPA for their first year of postsecondary education. The variable was recoded 
into three dummy coded variables (e.g., less than 2.0. 2.0-2.9, and 3.0 or more). A GPA 
3.0 or higher was treated as the reference group.  
- Student High School GPA: A categorical variable indicating the student’s high school 
GPA. This variable was recorded into three dummy coded variables (e.g., less than 2.0. 
2.0-2.9, and 3.0 or more). A GPA 3.0 or higher was treated as the reference group.  
Student Social Environmental Factors within the Postsecondary Environment. 
- Financial Assistance from Parents: A categorical variable that the number of types of 
financial help in meeting educational expenses provided by the parents of dependent 
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students. This variable was dummy coded into a new dichotomous variable (e.g., no 
parental support, parental support). Parental support was treated as the reference group. 
- Housing during Postsecondary Education: A categorical variable that indicates the 
student’s housing status during their first year of postsecondary education. The variable 
was recoded into three dummy coded variables (e.g., living on campus, living off campus 
without parents, living with parents). Living on campus was treated as the reference 
group.  
- Use of Financial Aid: A categorical variable that indicates the specific type of final aid 
received by the student. This variable was dummy coded into a new dichotomous 
variable (e.g., student uses financial aid, student does not use financial aid). No financial 
aid use was treated as the reference group.  
Student Socioeconomic Background. 
- Income: A continuous variable indicating the total income for the fiscal year before the 
student entered higher education. For independent students, this variable tracked the total 
income only for the student. For dependent students, this variable tracked the total 
income of the students’ parents. This variable was recoded into four dummy coded 
variables (e.g., low income, middle low income, middle high income, and high income). 
Parameters for income categories were based on BPS recommendations indicated in other 
income related variables. High income was treated as the reference group.  
- Parent Highest Level of Education: A categorical variable indicating the highest level of 
education of either parent of the student at the time of the student’s first year of 
postsecondary education. This variable was recoded into three dummy coded variables 
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(e.g., less than a baccalaureate, baccalaureate, graduate degree). Graduate degree was 
treated as the reference group.  
Sample Groups 
This study examines how students integrate both academically and socially within the 
higher education environment. This study investigates differences in socio-academic inclusion 
(through the exploration of academic and social integration) for students with and without self-
identified disabilities and if the self-identified disability is apparent or non-apparent. If an 
individual identifies as having a disability, disability types were reorganized into apparent 
(visible to others) and non-apparent (non-visible to others) disability types, depending on 
whether their disability is evident to others around them within the postsecondary environment. 
This will allow the exploration of whether academic and social experiences differ by disability 
type.  
The following disability categories were separated and organized in “apparent” and “non-
apparent” recoded variables. How the variables were reorganized can be found in the variable list 
located in the appendix. Disability types found in the BPS dataset included:  
- Attention Deficit Disorder 
- Brain Injury  
- Blindness or Visual Impairment 
- Depression 
- Developmental Disability  
- Emotional or Psychiatric Condition 
- Health Impairment or Problem  
- Hearing Impairment  
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- Orthopedic or Mobility Impairment 
- Other Disability Type  
- Specific Learning Disability (Dyslexia) 
- Speech or Language Impairment 
 
Please note that although the disability category, Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), is 
used within this research study, this terminology is only used because of its inclusion within the 
dataset. The researcher is aware that ADD is an outdated term and recognize the current term, 
Attention Deficit/ Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and its subtypes, is correct terminology and 
in line with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013).  
Data Analysis  
Descriptive statistics (frequencies including percentage, mean, standard deviation, and 
cross-tabulations) and inferential statistics (independent samples t-tests and multiple regression) 
were used to analyze the data. For the presented research questions, the appropriate sample was 
extracted from the original dataset. For all analyses, the appropriate dataset weight was selected 
and an adjusted weight was created. In order to properly create the adjusted weight variable, a 
descriptive statistic was run to identify the weight’s mean. The adjusted weight was then 
computed by dividing the identified weight by the weight’s mean. All analyses included the 
adjusted weight.  
Descriptive Statistics. Descriptive statistics were used to describe and provide an overall 
description of the sample’s characteristics. The frequencies, percentages, means, and standard 
deviations were included for all variables. Additionally, cross-tabulations were included, 
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comparing characteristics of students with and without self-identified disabilities and, of those 
with self-identified disabilities, variation of demographic characteristics and disability types.  
Independent Samples T-test. To answer the first set of research questions, independent 
samples t-tests were used to assess whether students with and without self-identified disabilities 
have different socio-academic experiences. This statistical test allows the researcher to compare 
means from two different student groups. Important assumptions needing to be met for this 
statistical analysis includes the assumption of independence, the assumption of normality, and 
the assumption of homogeneity of variance (Witte & Witte, 2010).  Following a review that all 
appropriate assumptions were met, findings indicated that skewness and kurtosis slightly 
exceeded the recommended thresholds of an independent samples t-test (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2007). Despite this, von Hippel (2009) recommends, if multiple imputation is utilized to handle 
missing data, not to transform data before or after multiple imputation is employed, even if data 
is skewed as it will change the distribution of the variables as well as altering the relationship 
between the variables. Von Hippel (2009) stresses, “It is tempting to try and “fix” the 
inconsistencies in the imputed values, but methods that do so leave to biased regression 
estimates” (p. 265).  
Multiple Regression. The second and third research questions were answered using 
multiple regression. This statistical method predicts a dependent variable through the use of 
several independent variables (Leech et al., 2015). As noted by Leech et al. (2015), multiple 
regression is the most beneficial to use when the researcher has no prior ideas about which 
variables will create the best prediction equation and has a reasonably small set of predictors” (p. 
109). This statistical test also proves beneficial as the dependent (outcome) variables meet the 
interval or scale level variable requirement and all independent variables are dichotomous or 
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scale-level variables. To answer both the second and third research questions, for each question, 
two multiple regressions were completed. The first regression will determine if there is a 
statistically significant influence of the predictor variables on the outcome variable for all 
students within four-year institutions. The second regression for each of the second and third 
research questions were run only for students with self-identified disabilities in four year 
institutions.  
To ensure that potential multicollinearity problems were reviewed prior to data analysis, 
a variance inflation factor (VIF) was performed. To complete this, independent (predictor) 
variables will be used. As noted in Allison (1999), a VIF value less than 10 indicates that the 
independent (predictor variables) will not be highly correlated. Additionally, it is assumed that 
the relationship between each predictor variable and the dependent variables are linear and that 
there is normal distribution within the residual (Leech et al., 2015). Additionally, before 
regression analyses are completed, data was checked to ensure that all assumptions were met, 
including homoscedasticity. 
Limitations  
 Several limitations must be addressed before discussing the results from this study. First, 
when assessing students with disabilities within the postsecondary setting, sample inclusion was 
only made for those self-identifying with a disability. Unlike the K-12 system where disability 
can be identified and advocated for by knowledgeable individuals around the student to assist in 
obtaining academic accommodations and support, students in higher education must self-identify 
with their institution to receive accommodation plans and other applicable services (The 
University of Chicago, n.d.). Similarly, BPS participants were asked whether the student had any 
sensory, mobility, or other disability entering and/or throughout college coursework. Although 
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students may have and/or had a disability, it was the participants’ decision to share, and self-
identify, the disability when completing the BPS survey. Additionally, the BPS survey only 
allows students to indicate one disability type, if they choose to identify. This is a significant 
limitation as it does not allow the amount of students who identify with having more than one 
disability type and how having multiple disabilities influences the analyses. 
 An additional limitation includes the use of secondary data instead of collecting primary 
data that may be more specific to the study’s research questions. The use of secondary data may 
present a limitation in not fully capturing student attitudes and experiences specific to the 
postsecondary setting’s disability-diversity climate. However, as the dataset has a large, 
nationally representative sample, it allows to present more generalizable data than if the 
researcher collected data on a much smaller sample. Moreover, using multiple regression instead 
of hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) may serve as a potential limitation to this study. As noted 
by Osborn (2000), HLM can assess and address cross-level interactions created from grouped 
data, data where individuals with common characteristics display similar reactions and 
experiences, and adjust for estimated standard errors.  
 Another limitation of this study was to only include four-year institutions. Two-year 
institutions were excluded from this study since the dependent variables were based on student 
experiences at the second time point of the BPS survey. The two-year college experience could 
differ from the four-year experience as the student may already be completed with their degree 
(whereas students in four-year institutions would be a little over halfway completed). 
Additionally, as BPS only includes first-time students, the dataset does not explore returning 
students.  
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Furthermore, there is a potential limitation with including the social integration 
composite variable as there may be a potential bias against students identifying with a physical 
disability. Variable name, “SOCINX06” is based on the average of participants’ responses to 
their involvement in fine arts activities, participation in school clubs, and participation in 
intramural or varsity sports during the second survey time point. BPS does not indicate if this 
includes adapted sports opportunities (e.g., wheelchair-based basketball, etc.) and it cannot be 
assumed that individuals with a physical disability are segregated from this extracurricular 
activity survey option.  
This study attempts to compare and analyze the experiences of students with disabilities 
to those included in the “traditional” understanding of diversity. As there are other 
conceptualizations of diversity that are equally important, further research work including sexual 
orientation with student disability is needed for the future; however, as BPS does not include a 
variable for student sexual orientation, this form of diversity could not be explored. 
Summary of Methodology and Data Analysis  
 This chapter reviewed the purpose of this dissertation topic and defined the methodology 
that will be used for this research study. A description of the BPS dataset and study sample was 
presented. Additionally, all dependent and independent variables were described and provided 
justification for, through the use of previous theoretical and empirical support. Lastly, descriptive 
and inferential statistical analysis were outlined and limitations of the project were described. For 
the subsequent chapters, Chapter Four will present the analysis of the research findings and 
Chapter Five will explain the interpretation of the findings and present implications for the 
improved role of disability within postsecondary student diversity. 
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CHAPTER IV 
Results 
This dissertation is guided by research questions focusing on three overarching themes to 
identify the role of disability on academic and social inclusion within four-year postsecondary 
institutions: (1) the difference, if any, in socio-academic integration for students with and 
without disabilities in higher education, (2) the predictive influence of demographic 
characteristics including disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status on socio-
academic integration in higher education, and (3) the predictive influence of disability type, 
race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status on socio-academic integration among students 
with disabilities in higher education.  
This chapter organizes results into two sections: descriptive and inferential statistical 
findings. In the descriptive statistics result section, the mean and standard deviation of all 
predictor variables are identified and listed. This section also includes cross-tabulations of 
demographic characteristics for students with and without self-identified disabilities. Several 
independent sample t-tests and multiple regressions are presented in the inferential result section.  
Descriptive Statistics  
 As noted in Chapters I and III, this research focuses on students enrolled in four-year 
institutions. The weighted sample used in this dissertation consists of 7,094 students. Of the 
7,094 students, 556 weighted cases are self-identified as having a disability during their first year 
enrolled in four-year institutions, accounting for eight percent of the sample.  
Table 4-1 presents descriptive statistics of variables. The mean and standard deviation are 
identified for all included variables. It should be noted that as all predictor variables were 
dummy coded (i.e., use of binary codes “0” and “1”). As previously noted, the National Center 
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for Education Statistics (2015) indicates that approximately 11 percent of all students enrolled in 
postsecondary institutions have a self-identified disability.  The findings within Table 4-1 
highlight that approximately eight percent of the students enrolled in four-year institutions are 
students with disabilities. Although this is slightly lower than the national average, this 
percentage is similar to the national average of students with disabilities in postsecondary 
education.  
Table 4-1.  Research Model Summary Statistics, Four-year Institutions  
 Four-year Institutions (N= 7,094) 
Variable Mean Std. Dev. 
Age 
     18 or Younger 0.59 0.492 
     19 or Older 0.41 0.492 
Disability  
     Presence of Disability 0.08 0.269 
Disability Type 
     Apparent Disability 0.02 0.147 
     Non-apparent Disability  0.06 0.230 
Enrollment Pattern 
     Full-time and Part-time Equally  0.02 0.133 
     Full-time 0.93 0.261 
     Part-time 0.06 0.229 
Ethnicity/ Race 
     Asian 0.06 0.235 
     Black/ African American 0.11 0.307 
     Hispanic/ Latino 0.10 0.305 
     Other 0.05 0.216 
     White 0.68 0.465 
Financial Support from Parents 
     Receiving Financial Support  0.80 0.398 
     Not Receiving Financial Support  0.20 0.398 
Gender 
     Female 0.56 0.496 
     Male 0.44 0.496 
Grade Point Average for First Year in Higher Education 
     Less Than 2.0 0.11 0.308 
     2.0-2.9 0.33 0.469 
     3.0 or More 0.57 0.496 
High School Grade Point Average  
     Less Than 2.0 0.03 0.172 
     2.0-2.9 0.18 0.388 
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     3.0 or More 0.82 0.381 
Income 
     Low ($0-$31,000) 0.24 0.425 
     Middle Low ($31,001-$57,000) 0.23 0.419 
     Middle High ($57,001-$89,000) 0.24 0.428 
     High ($89,001 or More) 0.30 0.456 
Institutional Control 
     Private 0.39 0.488 
     Public  0.61 0.487 
Institutional Location 
     Urban 0.55 0.497 
     Suburban 0.27 0.446 
     Rural  0.18 0.383 
Institutional Size 
     Small  0.24 0.429 
     Medium 0.29 0.453 
     Large  0.47 0.499 
Level of Institutional Selectivity  
     High 0.25 0.434 
     Moderate 0.51 0.500 
     Minimal  0.24 0.425 
Parent Highest Level of Education 
     Less Than a Baccalaureate Degree  0.45 0.497 
     Completion of a Baccalaureate Degree 0.27 0.446 
     Graduate Degree 0.28 0.449 
Postsecondary Housing Status 
     On Campus 0.59 0.493 
     Off Campus 0.16 0.372 
     With Parents 0.25 0.432 
Use of Financial Aid 
      Not Receiving Financial Aid    0.38    0.486 
      Receiving Financial Aid     0.62    0.486 
Notes. Weighted sample 
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
 
 Table 4-2 presents a cross tabulation comparing background characteristics of students 
with and without disabilities who enroll in four-year institutions. This data contains 
characteristics including age, disability type (if applicable), enrollment pattern, race/ ethnicity, 
use of financial aid and support, gender, GPA, income, and parents’ highest level of education. 
Among students 18 years of age or younger, 7.3 percent identified as possessing a disability, 
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with 92.7 percent indicating they did not have a disability. Interestingly, for students 19 years of 
age or older, 8.6 percent were students with a disability and 91.4 percent without disability. 
Specific to race/ ethnicity, as it relates to a self-identified disability, 5.6 percent of Asian students 
had a disability, 6.5 percent of Black/ African American students, 6.7 percent of Hispanic/ Latino 
students, 8.6 percent of students designated as “other” (including the BPS race/ ethnicity survey 
designations of American Indian/ Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian/ Other Pacific Islander, Other, 
and More Than One Race), and 8.4 percent of White students. Additionally, for female students, 
8.5 percent had a disability, with only 7.0 percent of males indicating they possess some form of 
disability.  
With related socioeconomic status factors, for students considered of low income (annual 
household income of $0 to $31,000), 8.3 percent had a disability and 91.7 percent did not have a 
disability. In contrast, for students considered of high income (annual household income of 
$89,001 or more) there is a slight increase of students who self-identified as having a disability 
(8.6%). Moreover, for parent’s highest level of education, only 7.4 percent of students with a 
parent who possessed less than a baccalaureate degree also possessed a disability. Contrariwise, 
8.1 percent of students with a parent with a baccalaureate degree also had a disability, and 8.2 
percent of students with a parent with a graduate degree also had a disability.  
There was also variation in academic environmental factors for students with and without 
disabilities. For overall enrollment pattern, only 7.6 percent of students enrolling at a full-time 
status had a disability, whereas 11.2 percent of students enrolling at a part-time status had a 
disability. Additionally, specific to students’ grade point average during first year in higher 
education, 10.6 percent of students with a GPA of less than 2.0 self-identified as having some 
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form of disability, 8.8 percent of students with a GPA of 2.0-2.9 had a disability, and only 6.7 
percent of students with a GPA of 3.0 or more also indicating as possessing a disability.  
Financial support from parents and use of financial aid also varied for students with and 
without disabilities. Only 7.0 percent of students receiving financial support from parents had a 
disability, whereas 11.3 percent of students not receiving financial support from parents had a 
disability. Lastly, only 7.7 percent of students receiving financial aid had a disability, yet 8.1 
percent of students not receiving financial aid self-identified with a disability.  
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Table 4-2. Selected Student Characteristics in Four-year Institutions, By Disability 
 
% With Disability % Without Disability 
(N= 556) (N= 6,538) 
Age     
     18 or Younger 7.3 92.7 
     19 or Older 8.6 91.4 
Enrollment Pattern        Full-time and Part-time Equally 10.2 89.8 
     Full-time 7.6 92.4 
     Part-time 11.2 88.8 
Ethnicity/ Race        Asian 5.6 94.4 
     Black/ African American 6.5 93.5 
     Hispanic/ Latino 6.7 93.3 
     Other 8.6 91.4 
     White 8.4 91.6 
Financial Support from Parents        Receiving Financial Support  7.0 93.0 
     Not Receiving Financial Support  11.3 88.7 
Gender        Female 8.5 91.5 
     Male 7.0 93.0 
Grade Point Average for First Year in Higher Education 
     Less Than 2.0 10.6 89.4 
     2.0-2.9 8.8 91.2 
     3.0 or More 6.7 93.3 
Income        Low ($0-$31,000) 8.3 91.7 
     Middle Low ($31,001-$57,000) 7.5 92.5 
     Middle High ($57,001-$89,000) 6.6 93.4 
     High ($89,001 or More) 8.6 91.4 
Parent Highest Level of Education        Less Than Baccalaureate Degree  7.4 92.6 
     Baccalaureate Degree 8.1 91.9 
     Graduate Degree 8.2 91.8 
Use of Financial Aid        Not Receiving Financial Aid 8.1 91.9 
     Receiving Financial Aid  7.7 92.3 
Notes. Weighted sample 
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
  
 
   78 
Table 4-3 presents cross tabulations of background characteristics for students with 
disabilities, by apparent and non-apparent disabilities. As a whole, for the 556 weighted cases of 
students self-identifying as possessing a disability, 71.8 percent had a non-apparent disability, 
with only 28.2 percent with an apparent disability, respectively. Of students 18 years of age or 
younger with a disability, 26.1 percent had an apparent disability and 73.9 percent had a non-
apparent disability. For students 19 years of age or older with a disability, 30.8 percent had an 
apparent disability and 69.2 percent had a non-apparent disability. There was also great variation 
for students’ race/ ethnicity designations, by disability type. For Asian students with a disability, 
60.9 percent had an apparent disability and 39.1 percent had a non-apparent disability. For 
Black/ African American students with a disability, 46.9 percent had an apparent disability and 
53.1 percent had a non-apparent disability. The remaining three race/ ethnicity designations had 
similar distributions: Hispanic/ Latino students with a disability had 24.5 percent with an 
apparent disability and 75.5 percent had a non-apparent disability; for students within the “other” 
category with a disability, 26.7 percent had an apparent disability and 73.3 percent had a non-
apparent disability; and for White students with a disability, 24.7 percent had an apparent 
disability and 75.3 percent had a non-apparent disability. Additionally, for female students with a 
disability, 29.2 percent had an apparent disability and 70.8 percent with a non-apparent disability 
and, for male students with a disability, 26.4 percent had an apparent disability and had a non-
apparent disability.  
Significant variation in related socioeconomic status factors were also evident between 
students with apparent and non-apparent disabilities. For students with a disability considered of 
low income (annual household income of $0 to $31,000), 32.9 percent had an apparent disability 
and 67.1 percent had a non-apparent disability. Conversely, for students with a disability 
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considered of high income (annual household income of $89,001 or more), there was a 
significant decrease of students with apparent disabilities (19.9%), compared to students with 
non-apparent disabilities (80.1%). For parent’s highest level of education, 37.7 percent of 
students with a disability who had a parent who possessed less than a baccalaureate degree had 
an apparent disability. In contrast, only 19.1 percent of students with a disability who had a 
parent with a graduate degree also had an apparent disability. 
For student enrollment pattern, for students with a disability enrolled at full-time status, 
only 25.6 had an apparent disability and 74.4 percent had a non-apparent disability; however, for 
students with a disability enrolled at part-time status, 58.1 percent had an apparent disability and 
41.9 percent had a non-apparent disability. Despite this variation, other academic and social 
environmental factors including freshman year GPA, financial support from parents, and use of 
financial aid had similar distributions; 23.8 percent of students with a GPA of less than 2.0 had 
an apparent disability, 24.8 percent of students with a GPA of 2.0 to 2.9 had an apparent 
disability, and 32.1 percent of students with a GPA of 3.0 or more had an apparent disability. 
Moreover, 64.6 percent of students not receiving financial support from their parents had a non-
apparent disability, whereas 74.6 percent of students receiving financial support from parents had 
a non-apparent disability. Finally, 69.8 percent of students receiving financial aid had a non-
apparent disability, whereas 74.8 percent of students not receiving financial aid had a non-
apparent disability.  
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Table 4-3. Selected Student Characteristics in Four-year Institutions, By Disability Type  
 
% Apparent Disability % Non-apparent Disability 
(N= 156) (N= 399) 
Age     
     18 or Younger 26.1 73.9 
     19 or Older 30.8 69.2 
Enrollment Pattern        Full-time and Part-time Equally 30.8 69.2 
     Full-time 25.6 74.4 
     Part-time 58.1 41.9 
Ethnicity/ Race        Asian 60.9 39.1 
     Black/ African American 46.9 53.1 
     Hispanic/ Latino 24.5 75.5 
     Other 26.7 73.3 
     White 24.7 75.3 
Financial Support from Parents        Receiving Financial Support  25.4 74.6 
     Not Receiving Financial Support  35.4 64.6 
Gender        Female 29.2 70.8 
     Male 26.4 73.6 
Grade Point Average for First Year in Higher Education 
     Less Than 2.0 23.8 76.3 
     2.0-2.9 24.8 75.2 
     3.0 or More 32.1 67.9 
Income        Low ($0-$31,000) 32.9 67.1 
     Middle Low ($31,001-$57,000) 28.9 71.1 
     Middle High ($57,001-$89,000) 35.1 64.9 
     High ($89,001 or More) 19.9 80.1 
Parent Highest Level of Education 
     Less Than Baccalaureate Degree  37.7 62.3 
     Baccalaureate Degree 23.4 76.6 
     Graduate Degree 19.1 80.9 
Use of Financial Aid        Not Receiving Financial Aid 25.2 74.8 
     Receiving Financial Aid  30.2 69.8 
Notes. Weighted sample 
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
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Inferential Statistics  
Independent Sample T-Tests Exploring Academic Integration. Four independent 
sample t-tests were performed to identify if there were statistically significant differences in 
academic integration between students with and without disabilities, as well as between students 
with different types of disabilities.  
An independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in academic 
integration between students with and without disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of 
variances was not violated, as assessed by Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .763). 
Students with disabilities had similar academic integration scores (M = 0.16, SD = 0.95) to 
students without disabilities (M = 0.16, SD = 0.96); there was no statistically significant 
difference between the two groups, t(7090) = -0.10, p >0.05.  
A second independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in 
academic integration between students with apparent disabilities and students without apparent 
disabilities (including students with non-apparent disabilities and students without any 
disabilities). The assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated, as assessed by 
Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .405). Students with apparent disabilities had slightly 
greater academic integration scores (M = 0.18, SD = 0.94) than students without apparent 
disabilities (M = 0.16, SD = 0.96). No statistically significant difference was found between the 
two groups, t(7090) = -0.34, p >0.05.  
A third independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in 
academic integration between students with non-apparent disabilities and students without non-
apparent disabilities (including students with apparent disabilities and students without any 
disabilities). The assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated, as assessed by 
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Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .876). Students with non-apparent disabilities had 
slightly lower academic integration scores (M = 0.15, SD = 0.96) than students without non-
apparent disabilities (M = 0.16, SD = 0.96); no statistically significant difference was found 
between the two groups, t(7090) = 0.10, p >0.05.  
In a subgroup analysis, a fourth independent samples t-test was run to determine if there 
were differences in academic integration between students with apparent disabilities and students 
with non-apparent disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated, as 
assessed by Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .434). Students with apparent disabilities 
had slightly higher academic integration scores (M = 0.18, SD = 0.94) than students with non-
apparent disabilities (M = 0.15, SD = 0.96). However, the difference between the two groups was 
not statistically significant, t(550) = 0.34, p >0.05.  
Independent Sample T-Tests Exploring Social Integration. Four independent sample 
t-tests were performed to identify if there were statistically significant differences in social 
integration between students with and without disabilities, as well as between students with 
different types of disabilities. 
An independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in social 
integration between students with and without disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of 
variances was violated, as assessed by Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .032). Students 
with disabilities had lower social integration scores (M = 0.21, SD = 1.06) than students without 
disabilities (M = 0.28, SD = 1.00); however, there was no statistically significant difference 
between the two groups, t(7090) = 1.62, p >0.05.  
A second independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in 
social integration between students with apparent disabilities and students without apparent 
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disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of variances was violated, as assessed by Levene’s 
test of equality of variances (p = .005). Students with apparent disabilities had greater social 
integration scores (M = 0.34, SD = 1.12) than students without apparent disabilities (M = 0.28, 
SD = 1.00); however, there was no statistically significant difference between the two groups, 
t(7090) = -0.67, p >0.05.  
A third independent samples t-test was run to determine if there were differences in social 
integration between students with non-apparent disabilities and students without non-apparent 
disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated, as assessed by 
Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .419). There was a statistically significant difference 
between the two groups, t(7090) = 2.462, p <0.05, d = .13. To further investigate this, an effect 
size was calculated. A small effect size (d = .13) was found as per Cohen’s (1988) effect size 
guidelines Students with non-apparent disabilities had lower social integration scores (M = 0.16, 
SD = 1.02) than students without non-apparent disabilities (M = 0.29, SD = 1.00).  
In a subgroup analysis, a fourth independent samples t-test was run to determine if there 
were differences in social integration between students with apparent disabilities and students 
with non-apparent disabilities. The assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated, as 
assessed by Levene’s test of equality of variances (p = .059). Although social integration scores 
were higher for students with apparent disabilities (M = 0.34, SD = 1.12) than students with non-
apparent disabilities (M = 0.16, SD = 1.02), the difference between the two groups was no 
statistically significant, t(550) = 1.81, p >0.05. 
In sum, of those independent sample t-tests performed, only one, the difference between 
the level of social integration for students with non-apparent disabilities and students without 
non-apparent disability, was statistically significant. This finding highlights that students with 
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non-apparent disabilities experience different opportunities for social inclusion (or lack thereof) 
than students without non-apparent disabilities. Although non-apparent disabilities may not be an 
obvious and visible component of student identity that could potentially promote outside 
stigmatization based on appearance, students with non-apparent disabilities may perceive 
differences in social integration regardless.  
Multiple Regression. Four multiple regressions were conducted to predict academic and 
social integration among students enrolled in four-year institutions as well as students with 
disabilities enrolled in four-year institutions. All regression models included predictor variables 
related to student characteristics (i.e., student demographic characteristics), socioeconomic 
background, student academic environmental characteristics (e.g., high school GPA, first-year 
postsecondary GPA, enrollment pattern), student social environmental characteristics (i.e. as 
supported in the literature, variables promoting freedom to assist in increased social 
opportunities including financial assistance from parents, use of financial aid, and housing for 
postsecondary education), and postsecondary institutional characteristics. Please note that, for 
subsequent discussion, variables within “student academic environmental characteristics” and 
“student social environmental characteristics” will be referred to as student socio-academic 
environmental factors. 
Of the four multiple regressions included within this dissertation, the adjusted R2 findings 
ranged from 3.92% to 15.50%. Although the included R2, the numbers identifying the percent of 
variance explained by each model, may appear as potentially low percentages, Nau (2016) notes 
that the numbers actually may not serve as specious findings. As previously indicated, the 
dependent variables included were standardized prior to analyses were completed. As per Nau 
(2016), transformations to the data will change the variance and “if the dependent variable in the 
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regression model has already been transformed in some way, it is possible that much of the 
variance has already been "explained" merely by that process” (para. 5). With that said, the 
findings were taken into consideration for overall conclusions and implications for future policy 
and research; however, as indicated by Nau (2016), findings were used to “derive useful 
inferences from the structure of the model[s] and the estimated values of it parameters” (para. 
35).  
The first multiple regression was performed to predict academic integration for students 
enrolled in four-year institutions. Statistical test assumptions were checked and met. The R2 for 
the overall model was 7.70% with an adjusted R2 of 7.30%, a moderate effect size according to 
Cohen (1988).  All student characteristics, socioeconomic background, student socio-academic 
environmental factors, and postsecondary institutional characteristics variables statistically 
significantly predicted academic integration, F(30, 7060) = 19.638, p < .001. As presented in 
Table 4-4, of the student socio-academic environmental factor predictors, enrollment pattern, 
high school GPA, and financial aid were not statistically significant predictors of academic 
integration. It is worth noting that students who did not receive financial support from their 
parents were less academically integrated than those who received financial support from their 
parents. Campus housing type was a significant predictor of academic integration; students who 
lived on-campus were more academically integrated than students living off-campus or living 
with parents. It is not surprising to see the strong positive relationship between academic 
integration and college GPA. More specifically, students with a GPA below 3.0 were less 
academically integrated than students with a GPA 3.0 or above. 
Of the institutional predictors, institutional size was not a statically significant predictor. 
However, students enrolling at a minimally selective institution were less academically 
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integrated than students at more selective institutions. Students enrolling in private institutions 
were more academically integrated than their counterparts enrolling in public institutions. 
Moreover, students enrolled in rurally located institutions were more integrated than students 
attending institutions located in suburban and urban environments; as students who have fewer 
activities outside of the institution within a rural geographic location potentially have the 
opportunity be more focused on academic events within the campus setting.  
Lastly, of the individual background predictors, age, disability type, and race/ ethnicity 
were not statistically significant predictors of academic integration. Female students were more 
academically integrated than male counterparts. Students with parents who had less than a 
graduate degree were less academically integrated; this finding supports existing research that 
parent education has a significant impact on student academic performance (e.g., Sharma & Jha, 
2014).  Students of low income were more academically integrated than students in higher 
income groupings. For this finding, it can be inferred that students who have low income are also 
eligible for more financial aid and institutional support. This aid may serve as the assistance to 
allow students to better concentrate on academic activities, a thus have a better opportunity to 
integrate academically. Additionally, this finding supports the work of Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, 
Kinzie, and Gonyea, (2008), where academic engagement and integration of low-income and 
underserved students allow for the opportunity to benefit “in participating in educationally 
purposeful activities in terms of earning higher grades and being more likely to persist” (p. 540).  
In sum, having a freshman GPA of 2.9 or less, living off campus or with a parent, and not 
have any financial support from parents negatively contributes to academic integration for 
students in four-year institutions. These findings illustrate that students with high first-year 
postsecondary GPAs, living on campus (and within close proximity of their courses), and 
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receiving financial assistance from a parent, will aid in their ability to successfully integrate 
within the academic environment. For example, if a student has financial support from their 
parents and does not need to hold a job while in school, he or she may have more time to 
dedicate to academic tasks and programs. Institutionally, students were more academically 
integrated if they enrolled in a rurally located institution, private institution, or more selective 
institution. Again, these findings are of no surprise, as students who have fewer activities outside 
of the rurally-located institution would be more focused on academic events within the campus 
setting. Moreover, if a student is accepted to a more selective institution, it could be inferred that 
the student has a strong academic background and an understanding of the academic 
expectations to better integrate within the academic environment. Lastly, for student 
characteristics, although being a female positively contributed to academic integration, having a 
parent with less than a graduate degree and having higher than an income of $31,000 negatively 
contributed to academic integration. Although the findings related to parent education and 
income seem opposing to each other, as previously noted, it can be inferred that students who 
have low income are also eligible for more financial aid and institutional support. This aid may 
serve as the assistance to allow students to better concentrate on academic activities, a thus have 
a better opportunity to integrate academically.  
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Table 4-4. Multiple Regression, Characteristics Predicting Students’ Academic Integration  
Variable   B SEB  
Age 19  or Older 0.007 0.024  
Apparent Disability   0.098 0.075  
Non-apparent Disability   0.016 0.048  
Enrollment Pattern FT 0.122 0.084  
 PT -0.105 0.096  
Ethnicity/ Race Asian  0.088 0.049  
 Black/ African American  0.061 0.039  
 Hispanic  0.039 0.039  
 Other  0.007 0.052  
Financial Aid Financial Aid Use -0.040 0.025  
Financial Support No Financial Support  -0.133 0.034 *** 
Gender  Female 0.094 0.023 *** 
GPA Less Than 2.0 -0.299 0.038 *** 
 2.0-2.9 -0.056 0.025 * 
High School GPA Less Than 2.0 0.123 0.081  
 2.0-2.9 -0.019 0.033  
Housing Off Campus -0.214 0.036 *** 
 With Parents  -0.194 0.029 *** 
Institutional Control Private Institution  0.119 0.036 ** 
Institutional Location Suburban  0.042 0.027  
 Rural  0.110 0.033 *** 
Institutional Size Small 0.112 0.053  
 Medium  0.017 0.031  
Level of Selectivity  Moderate 0.040 0.029  
 Minimal -0.234 0.038 *** 
Overall Income  Low 0.079 0.038 * 
 Middle Low 0.049 0.034  
 Middle High 0.045 0.031  
Parent Education Less Than a Baccalaureate  -0.120 0.030 *** 
 Baccalaureate Degree -0.072 0.030 * 
Notes. Weighted Sample; B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SEB = Standard error of the coefficient;            
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001;  
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
 
A second multiple regression was conducted to predict social integration for students 
enrolled in four-year institutions. Statistical test assumptions were checked and met. The R2 for 
the overall model was 15.88% with an adjusted R2 of 15.50%, a moderately large effect size 
according to Cohen (1988).  All student characteristics, socioeconomic background, student 
socio-academic environmental factors, and postsecondary institutional characteristics variables 
   89 
statistically significantly predicted social integration, F(30, 7060) = 44.372, p < .001. As 
presented in Table 4-5, of the student socio-academic environmental factor predictors, 
enrollment pattern, financial aid use, and financial assistance from parents were not statistically 
significant predictors. Having a high school GPA of 2.0 to 2.9 and a freshman GPA less than 3.0 
negatively influenced social integration. Campus housing type was also a significant predictor of 
social integration; students who lived on-campus were more socially integrated than students 
living off-campus or living with parents. This finding supports existing literature with on-campus 
living contributing to successful persistence in the postsecondary environment (Mamiseishvili 
and Koch, 2010). 
Of the institutional predictors, institutional size was not a statistically significant 
predictor. Similar to findings for students’ academic integration, students enrolling at a 
minimally selective institution were less socially integrated than students at more selective 
institutions. Students enrolling in private institutions were more socially integrated than their 
counterparts enrolling in public institutions. Additionally, students enrolled in rurally located 
institutions were more socially integrated than students from institutions located in suburban and 
urban environments. 
Of the individual background predictors, age was not a statistically significant predictor. 
Unlike academic integration, females were less socially integrated than males. This finding 
supports previous research highlighting that social integration is conditional on gender (e.g., 
Jones, 2009). Having an income less than $57,000 and having a parent with less than a graduate 
degree negatively contributed to student social integration. Black/ African American students 
were more socially integrated than students of other races and ethnicities; this finding is 
particularly interesting as it the opposite of previous literature highlighting that students of 
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historically underserved populations (e.g., Black/ African American students) have additional 
obstacles and more negative social integration experiences (e.g., Morley, 2003). Additionally, 
students with apparent disabilities were more socially integrated than students without apparent 
disabilities and students with non-apparent disabilities were less socially integrated than students 
without non-apparent disabilities.   
Although institutional characteristics remained similar to findings for student academic 
integration in four-year institutions, several predictors contribute to social integration. For 
example, disability was a statistically significant predictor of social integration, with non-
apparent disabilities negatively contributing to students’ ability to integrate socially within the 
postsecondary environment. Black/ African American students were more likely to socially 
integrate within the campus environment. Unlike academic integration, male students were more 
likely to socially integrate to campus community than female counterparts. Additionally, low 
parent education level and lower income levels negatively contributed to students’ social 
integration.  
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Table 4-5. Multiple Regression, Characteristics Predicting Students’ Social Integration  
Variable   B SEB  
Age 19  or Older -0.046 0.024  
Apparent Disability   0.183 0.075 * 
Non-apparent Disability  -0.106 0.048 * 
Enrollment Pattern FT 0.090 0.084  
 PT -0.141 0.095  
Ethnicity/ Race  Asian  -0.051 0.049  
 Black/ African American  0.105 0.039 ** 
 Hispanic  -0.031 0.039  
 Other  0.025 0.052  
Financial Aid Financial Aid Use -0.034 0.025  
Financial Support No Financial Support  -0.053 0.034  
Gender  Female -0.096 0.023 *** 
GPA Less Than 2.0 -0.308 0.038 *** 
 2.0-2.9 -0.101 0.025 *** 
High School GPA Less Than 2.0 0.074 0.103  
 2.0-2.9 -0.092 0.035 ** 
Housing Off Campus -0.420 0.036 *** 
 With Parents  -0.409 0.028 *** 
Institutional Control Private Institution  0.097 0.030 ** 
Institutional Location Suburban  0.017 0.027  
 Rural  0.121 0.034 *** 
Institutional Size Small 0.077 0.045  
 Medium  -0.011 0.032  
Level of Selectivity  Moderate -0.039 0.029  
 Minimal -0.305 0.038 *** 
Overall Income  Low -0.129 0.038 *** 
 Middle Low -0.077 0.034 * 
 Middle High -0.053 0.031  
Parent Education Less Than a Baccalaureate  -0.213 0.030 *** 
 Baccalaureate Degree -0.107 0.030 *** 
Notes. Weighted sample;  B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SEB = Standard error of the coefficient;  
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001;  
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
 
 In a subgroup analysis, a third multiple regression was conducted to predict academic 
integration for students with disabilities enrolled in four-year institutions. Statistical test 
assumptions were checked and met. The R2 for the overall model was 8.96% with an adjusted R2 
of 3.92%, a moderately small effect size according to Cohen (1988).  All student characteristics, 
socioeconomic background, student socio-academic environmental factors, and postsecondary 
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institutional characteristics variables statistically significantly predicted academic integration, 
F(30, 530) = 1.786, p < .01. As presented in Table 4-6, of the student socio-academic 
environmental factor predictors, enrollment pattern, financial aid use, financial support from 
parents, high school GPA, and housing were not statistically significant predictors. Students with 
disabilities with a GPA less than 2.0 were less academically integrated than students with a GPA 
of 2.0 or above. None of the institutional characteristics (institutional control, location, size, and 
level of selectivity) were statistically significant predictors. Lastly, of the individual background 
characteristics, age, disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, income, and parent education were not 
statistically significant predictors. 
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Table 4-6. Multiple Regression, Characteristics Predicting Academic Integration in Students with Disabilities  
Variable   B SEB  
Age 19  or Older -0.044 0.089  
Disability Type Non-apparent Disability  -0.037 0.096  
Enrollment Pattern FT 0.114 0.287  
 PT 0.107 0.322  
Ethnicity/ Race  Asian  -0.046 0.218  
 Black/ African American  -0.132 0.162  
 Hispanic  -0.062 0.153  
 Other  -0.150 0.182  
Financial Aid Financial Aid Use 0.167 0.093  
Financial Support No Financial Support  -0.137 0.115  
Gender  Female 0.089 0.086  
GPA Less Than 2.0 -0.408 0.125 *** 
 2.0-2.9 -0.010 0.091  
High School GPA Less Than 2.0 0.312 0.406  
 2.0-2.9 -0.065 0.104  
Housing Off Campus 0.080 0.132  
 With Parents  -0.178 0.110  
Institutional Control Private Institution  0.180 0.119  
Institutional Location Suburban  0.066 0.100  
 Rural  0.157 0.116  
Institutional Size Small 0.075 0.191  
 Medium  -0.033 0.129  
Level of Selectivity  Moderate 0.058 0.111  
 Minimal -0.120 0.149  
Overall Income  Low -0.198 0.137  
 Middle Low -0.049 0.120  
 Middle High -0.133 0.117  
Parent Education Less Than a Baccalaureate  0.050 0.113  
 Baccalaureate Degree -0.101 0.111  
Notes. Weighted sample;  B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SEB = Standard error of the coefficient;            
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
 
In a subgroup analysis, a fourth and final multiple regression was conducted to predict 
social integration for students with disabilities enrolled in four-year institutions. Statistical test 
assumptions were checked and met. The R2 for the overall model was 17.02% with an adjusted 
R2 of 12.44%, a moderately large effect size according to Cohen (1988).  All student 
characteristics, socioeconomic background, student socio-academic environmental factors, and 
institutional characteristics variables statistically significantly predicted social integration, F(30, 
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530) = 3.715, p < .001. As presented in Table 4-7, of the student socio-academic environmental 
factor predictors, enrollment pattern, financial aid use, financial support from parents, high 
school GPA, and housing were not statistically significant predictors. Students with disabilities 
with a high school GPA of 2.0 to 2.9 or a freshman GPA less than 2.0 were less socially 
integrated. Of the institutional characteristics, only institutional selectivity was statistically 
significant. Students with disabilities who enrolled in minimally or moderately selective 
institutions were less socially integrated than their counterparts enrolling in more selective 
institutions.  
Of the individual background characteristics, race/ ethnicity, income, and parent 
education were not statistically significant predictors. Students with disabilities entering higher 
education at 19 years of age or older were less socially integrated than students with disabilities 
beginning their postsecondary education at a younger age. Non-apparent disabilities negatively 
contributed to students’ ability to socially integrate. Similar to social integration for all students 
in four-year institutions, for students with disabilities, females were less socially integrated.  
In sum, for students with disabilities, entering college at 19 years of age or older, 
possessing a non-apparent disability, being a female, having a freshman GPA of less than 2.0, 
and attending a postsecondary institution considered with moderate or minimal selectivity 
negatively contributes to social integration of students with disabilities. Again, and of note, 
findings illustrate how possessing a non-apparent disability hinders social integration.  
 
 
 
 
 
   95 
Table 4-7. Multiple Regression, Characteristics Predicting Social Integration in Students with Disabilities  
Variable   B SEB  
Age 19  or Older -0.205 0.093 * 
Disability Type Non-apparent Disability -0.277 0.102 ** 
Enrollment Pattern FT 0.007 0.302  
 PT 0.070 0.340  
Ethnicity/ Race  Asian  -0.219 0.230  
 Black/ African American  -0.139 0.172  
 Hispanic  -0.298 0.161  
 Other  -0.077 0.193  
Financial Aid Financial Aid Use -0.052 0.098  
Financial Support No Financial Support  -0.188 0.122  
Gender  Female -0.228 0.091 * 
GPA Less Than 2.0 -0.387 0.133 ** 
 2.0-2.9 0.080 0.096  
High School GPA Less Than 2.0 -0.376 0.328  
 2.0-2.9 -0.342 0.117 ** 
Housing Off Campus -0.036 0.141  
 With Parents  -0.119 0.117  
Institutional Control Private Institution  0.105 0.109  
Institutional Location Suburban  -0.138 0.105  
 Rural  0.077 0.120  
Institutional Size Small 0.239 0.138  
 Medium  0.118 0.113  
Level of Selectivity  Moderate -0.288 0.117 * 
 Minimal -0.536 0.151 *** 
Overall Income  Low -0.011 0.146  
 Middle Low 0.089 0.128  
 Middle High -0.137 0.124  
Parent Education Less Than a Baccalaureate  -0.082 0.119  
 Baccalaureate Degree -0.064 0.118  
Notes. Weighted sample; B = Unstandardized regression coefficient; SEB = Standard error of the coefficient;             
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
Source. Beginning Postsecondary Student Longitudinal Survey, National Center for Education Statistics 
 
Summary of Statistical Findings 
 This chapter presented the statistical findings to answer the three research questions 
proposed within Chapters I and III. A detailed summary of the statistical tests used as well as an 
organized presentation of the generated data was included for both descriptive and inferential 
analyses. For the final chapter, Chapter V will explain the interpretation of the findings, discuss 
how the findings relate to the DDDM framework, and present implications for the improved role 
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of disability within postsecondary student diversity. This study attempts to explain differences in 
socio-academic integration between students with disabilities and non-disabled students. The 
results of the study indicate that low first-year postsecondary GPA negatively contributes to 
students’ ability to academically integrate for all students within the four-year environment and 
as well students with disabilities at four-year institutions. Non-apparent disability, being a 
female, having a low GPA, and attending a minimally selective institution negatively contribute 
to students’ ability to socially integrate for all students within the four-year environment and as 
well students with disabilities at four-year institutions. Additionally, being 19 years of age or 
older negatively contributes to students’ with disabilities ability to socially integrate within four-
year institutions. Of note, the role of non-apparent disability continually served as a negative 
factor on student social integration. These findings suggest that students with non-apparent 
disabilities are more likely to struggle with social integration and have a potentially impaired 
sense of membership in the social sphere of campus. These findings, in addition to implications 
for future research and practice, are thoroughly discussed in Chapter V.  
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CHAPTER V 
Conclusions and Implications 
Federal policies restrict the discrimination against individuals with disabilities; however, 
stigmatization of disability continues (Collins & Mowbray, 2005; Knis-Matthew et al., 2007; 
Lin, 2013). Although federal policies mandate postsecondary institutions to provide an 
obligatory foundation of procedures to support individuals with disabilities, research has shown 
varying support for these students at the postsecondary level (Claiborne, Cornforth, Gibson, & 
Smith, 2011). Due to stigmatization, variation in support, and the perception that disability is a 
limitation within the educational setting, disability has been continually misperceived as a less 
valued component of student diversity within higher education (Darling, 2013; Davis, 2011; 
Devlieger et al., 2007). Research indicates that this student group has limited opportunities for 
successful entry into and retention within the postsecondary environment (Mamiseishvili & 
Koch, 2011; Wagner et al., 2005). Understanding if students with disabilities integrate similarly 
to or differently from their peers without disabilities is vital when assessing if additional 
advocacy is needed for this student group within the higher education environment. Not only is it 
important to examine if the postsecondary experiences of students with disabilities are different 
than those of students without disabilities, it is vital to examine factors impacting student socio-
academic integration, and the current disconnect found between students with and without 
disabilities. This study attempted to identify if a disconnect in socio-academic integration occurs 
between students with and without disabilities. Exploring the role of disability in socio-academic 
integration within higher education is helpful in providing empirical evidence of the current state 
of inclusion (or lack thereof) of students with disabilities in higher education. Additionally, 
through the use of the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM) framework, this study 
   98 
presented a new conceptualization of factors influencing the ability of students with disabilities 
to integrate, and the factors that potentially contribute to their perceived level of inclusion within 
the postsecondary environment. The following overarching questions guided this study: 
(1) Does socio-academic integration differ for students with disabilities and students without 
disabilities?  
(2) To what extent do disability, race/ ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status account 
for students’ level of socio-academic integration in the postsecondary environment?  
(3) Of students with disabilities, to what extent do disability type, race/ ethnicity, gender, and 
socioeconomic status account for their level of socio-academic integration in the 
postsecondary environment?  
 
This study used a nationally representative sample derived from the Beginning 
Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09) collected by the National Center for 
Education Statistics. Of the nearly 17,000 cases identified in the original dataset, approximately 
7,000 cases were included in the analyses examining students within four-year institutions. Prior 
to analyses, multiple imputation was performed to handle missing data and an adjusted weight 
was used to allow for representativeness. Descriptive and inferential statistics were conducted, 
including independent samples t-tests and multiple regressions.  
Summary of Findings 
 Through the incorporation of the research literature and the DDDM, this study 
investigates the difference in socio-academic integration for students with and without 
disabilities in four-year institutions. Additionally, this study explores the predictive factors 
contributing to socio-academic integration for students in four-year institutions, also highlighting 
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the predictive factors influencing postsecondary integration for students with disabilities. 
Findings of the frequencies and cross-tabulations reveal that for students with disabilities 
enrolled in four-year institutions, a greater portion of this student group were 19 years or older, 
enrolled at a part-time status, female, and designated as a race/ethnicity categorization 
considered “other.” Descriptive statistics also indicate that a greater portion of students with 
disabilities had an annual household income of $89,001 or more, had a parent with a graduate 
degree, and had a GPA of less than 2.0. Additionally, inferential statistics (through the use of 
independent samples t-tests) revealed a statistically significant difference in social integration 
within the four-year institutional environment for students with non-apparent disabilities and 
students without non-apparent disabilities. 
 Findings of the multiple regressions show that, for all students enrolled in four-year 
institutions, several predictors were found to negatively contribute to academic integration: 
enrolling at a minimally selective institution, having a freshman GPA of 2.9 or less, not being of 
low income, having a parent with less than a graduate degree, living off campus or with a parent, 
and not having any financial support from parents. Conversely, being female and attending either 
a private or rurally based institution positively contributed to academic integration. Additionally, 
having a non-apparent disability, being female, enrolling at a minimally selective institution, 
having a freshman GPA of 2.9 or less or a high school GPA of 2.0 to 2.9, being low to middle 
low income, having a parent with less than a graduate degree, and living off campus or with a 
parent negatively contributes to social integration for students in four-year institutions, whereas 
having an apparent disability, identifying as Black/ African American, and attending either a 
private or rurally-based institution positively contributed to social integration for students in 
four-year institutions.   
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Summary of Findings: Within Disability. When disaggregating students with apparent 
and non-apparent disabilities, findings revealed significant differences between the two groups. 
Descriptive statistics indicate that of students with non-apparent disabilities enrolled in four-year 
institutions, a greater portion of this student group were 18 years of age or younger, Hispanic/ 
Latino, male, of high income, and with a GPA of less than 2.0.These findings highlight the 
difference in experiences entering into postsecondary education that could potentially influence 
postsecondary integration.  
In a subgroup analysis, for students with disabilities in four-year institutions, only having 
a GPA less than 2.0 during one’s first year of postsecondary education negatively contributes to 
academic integration. However, entering college at 19 years of age or older, possessing a non-
apparent disability, being a female, having a first-year postsecondary GPA of less than 2.0, 
having a high school GPA of 2.0 to 2.9, and attending a postsecondary institution considered 
moderately or minimally selective negatively contributes to social integration among students 
with disabilities in four-year institutions. As a whole, for analyses with students with disabilities 
in four-year institutions, more predictor variables influenced social integration than academic 
integration. More importantly, a large portion of these statistically significant predictor variables, 
including presence of non-apparent disability, negatively influenced students’ social integration.  
Discussion of Findings 
This dissertation provided support to the extant literature related to academic and social 
integration tendencies for students within the postsecondary environment. As indicated in the 
findings and in support of previous research, low high school and college GPAs negatively 
contribute to both academic and social integration within the postsecondary setting (Cerzo & 
Chang; 2013; Clark, Middleton, Nguyen, and Zwick, 2014; Smith, 2015). Specific to gender, 
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similar to previous research (e.g., Ewert, 2012; Jones, 2010), this dissertation indicated that 
being female is positively related to academic integration but negatively related to social 
integration. This research demonstrated that low parental education level negatively contributes 
to students’ academic and social integration within postsecondary education; this finding 
supports the research work of Rubin (2012) showing that parental education and parental income 
impact integration (i.e., middle-class students were more integrated than working-class students 
within the higher education environment). The existing body of literature speaks to the 
importance of living on campus in fostering student integration and postsecondary performance 
(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2010; Smith, 2015). In this dissertation, living off-campus or living with 
parents negatively contributed to academic and social integration. Furthermore, this study 
highlights that attending minimally selective institutions negatively contributes to student 
academic and social integration, supporting the findings of Gansemer-Topf and Schuh (2006). In 
regard to socio-academic integration of students with visible and non-visible disabilities, this 
dissertation points to the negative contribution of non-apparent disability on social integration; 
this finding dovetails with the research of Eisenman, Farley-Ripple, Culnane, and Freedman 
(2013) indicating that students with intellectual disabilities need additional support for social 
networking within the postsecondary environment for increased social inclusion to occur.  
While findings of this study support several parts of the existing literature on academic 
and social integration of college students in general and students with disabilities in particular, 
this study also adds to the current understanding of higher education research by identifying 
significant factors on academic and social integration that differed from the extant literature. In 
contrast to previous research indicating that historically underserved populations (e.g., Black/ 
African American students) have more negative social integration experiences (Morley, 2003), 
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this study highlighted that identifying as Black/ African American is positively related to social 
integration for students in four-year institutions. It is interesting to note that low-income 
background plays a negative role in social integration (e.g., Rubin, 2012) while positively 
contributing to academic integration. Although low-income college students may be 
marginalized due to socioeconomic status, prior research has shown that academic support 
services can aid these students in investing their time and energy in academic performance 
(Donovan, 1984; Perez, 2010). In regard to the influence of institution type on student academic 
and social integration, previous findings indicate that enrollment in public institutions positively 
contributes to integration and degree attainment (Flynn, 2014). Conversely, this study indicated 
that students enrolled in private institutions are more likely to be academically and socially 
integrated. This finding may be that students within the private postsecondary institutional sector 
feel more positively included and aware of their environment, allowing them increased academic 
and social inclusion; however, additional exploration of this is required as there is no additional 
evidence to support this finding.   
Theoretical Contribution of Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model. In Chapter II, 
the Disability-Diversity (Dis)Connect Model (DDDM) was presented as a new lens on the role a 
student’s disability may have in his or her postsecondary experience. Guided by the social model 
of disability, the minority model of disability, and the theory of intersectionality, this conceptual 
framework addresses how disability within the postsecondary setting is influenced by the 
medical model of disability, as well as social constructs and the legal definition of disability 
(Artiles, 2013; Cole, 2009; Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 2006; Shaw et al., 2012). The DDDM 
identifies the historic and ongoing stigmatization of student disability within higher education. 
Additionally, the conceptual framework understands disability not just as a singular 
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characteristic, but instead, includes physical, emotional, intellectual disabilities or a combination 
of multiple disability categorizations, creating an additional component of diversity within 
disability itself (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014; Hadley, 2009; May & Stone, 
2010; Milsom & Hartley, 2005; Raue & Lewis, 2011; World Health Organization, 2011). The 
framework establishes the idea of “disability-diversity” – the understanding of disability as an 
equal, non-stigmatized characteristic of student diversity that is created through understanding 
one’s own disability and that the perception of disability within the socio-academic environment 
plays in overall identity formation. By recognition of this core idea, the framework submits that 
student disability can be recognized as a component of the postsecondary student diversity 
framework because of disability or a combination of disability and another diversity 
categorization.  
Holistically, disability is multifaceted and its perception from those with and without 
disabilities is continually evolving (Hirschmann, 2013; Shallish, 2015). Beyond the identification 
that student disability should be identified as a permanent component of student diversity within 
the higher education environment, the DDDM also addresses that this may not occur 
systematically throughout all postsecondary institutions. By addressing that students with 
disabilities can either experience the “disability-diversity disconnect” or the “disability-diversity 
connect,” it identifies that socio-academic integration may or may not occur, ultimately 
impacting a student’s postsecondary experience.  
 Through the use of quantitative design, the current research study presented evidence of 
both the “disability-diversity connect” and the “disability-diversity disconnect,” contingent on 
the type of student integration. For inferential statistical analyses related to academic integration, 
there was no difference in academic integration tendencies between students with and without 
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disabilities. This finding supports previous research, as an individual (regardless of having a 
disability) possesses characteristics that positively contribute to academic performance (e.g., 
possessing a high GPA, etc.), these characteristics will also serve in academic integration within 
the postsecondary environment (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012). Multiple regressions did not 
reveal that disability, or specific disability type, influenced academic integration for students 
within four-year institutions. The findings provide support that the higher education environment 
has created a systematic level of academic support and academic-related accommodation use to 
assist students with disabilities integrate within the postsecondary environment’s academic 
milieu (e.g., Keim, McWhirter, & Bernstein, 1996; Orr & Hammig, 2009). However, 
independent samples t-tests and multiple regression analyses revealed that disability and specific 
disability type do play a statistically significant role in social integration at four-year institutions. 
These findings support earlier research including how a large portion of students with disabilities 
in higher education do not participate in social activities, inhibiting social integration 
(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2010), including students with psychiatric disabilities (Koch, 
Mamiseishvili, & Higgins, 2014). Moreover, these findings provide evidence of the “disability-
diversity disconnect” for students with disabilities and their perceived inability to socially 
integrate into four-year institutions. Unlike the services provided for academic support, there 
may be a need for additional social initiatives or co-curricular activities to increase awareness 
and communication related to student disability. Related to the DDDM, the findings highlight 
that although academic integration within four-year institutions occurs similarly for those with 
and without disabilities, there is still discrepancy in social integration for students with and 
without disabilities. As previously stated, the DDDM introduces a new approach to 
understanding student disability within a higher education setting. Student disability has 
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historically been viewed outside the realm of student diversity and under theoretical mindset 
focusing on impairment, stigma, and oppression. The DDDM establishes the importance for 
inclusion of disability within student diversity for greater student acceptance and inclusion 
within a higher education setting. Although this study does not present findings related to the 
amount of diversity measured through the percentage of historically defined diverse student 
groups within four-year institutions nor the impact the percentage of student diversity within 
four-year institutions has on socio-academic integration, this dissertation does provide a 
conceptual framework for addressing disability as a form of student diversity (a component that 
has traditionally not been found within postsecondary education literature) and findings related 
to how students with disabilities are and are not integrating in line with students without 
disabilities at four-year institutions (through the examination of academic integration and social 
integration, respectively).  
Implications for Policy and Practice 
In order to provide a supportive, inclusive, and engaging environment, higher education 
educators must not only observe unique student characteristics, but also incorporate diversity 
inclusion within the institutional setting (Gordon, Reid, & Petocz, 2010). For effective 
improvement in accessibility and integration, disability policy must incorporate standards 
focused on the incorporation of efficiency and equity. Disability policy standards must balance 
the need to increase the equality and importance of individuals with disabilities, with the 
implementation of realistic goals for the practical and successful application of policy in various 
postsecondary settings (e.g., educational, professional, etc.). Ferretti and Eisenman (2010) noted 
that “local cultures” (p. 378) of education-based decision making and practices continue to close 
achievement gaps and educational inequity for students with disabilities. Individuals with 
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disabilities are often cornered into limited and fluctuating opportunities due to the varying 
policies quasi-focused on improving disability support (Burkhauser & Daly, 2002).   
Higher education institutions have the challenging task to successfully implement 
disability policies while creating an environment promoting involvement and inclusion. Students 
with disabilities are often at risk for withdrawing from college due to lack of sense of belonging 
within the postsecondary environment and feeling overwhelmed by academic responsibilities 
(Hadley, 2011). Still, there is wide variation in available disability services and initiatives offered 
throughout the higher education system within the United States. The National Center for 
Education Statistics reported that approximately only 79 percent of institutions distribute 
information that encourages students with disabilities to identify themselves to disability support 
service offices to receive accommodations (Raue & Lewis, 2011). Raue and Lewis (2011) noted 
that 92 percent of American postsecondary institutions’ disability support administrators 
discussed accommodation options only “when requested to assist faculty and staff in working 
with students with disabilities” (p. 4). Raue and Lewis (2011) illustrated that students may still 
not receive disability support service information depending on what institution they attend 
and/or how proactive the institution’s disability service support office is, regardless of the current 
federal policies already in place. Additionally, regardless of institution type (e.g., four-year/ two-
year, public/private, etc.), disability support services should be uniform and provide 
opportunities for equality for all students; however, this is not always the case (Shaw & Dukes, 
2001). Properly translating and utilizing policy may be more challenging than in theory, with 
postsecondary institutions focusing “more on the line between compliance and noncompliance, 
balancing the rights and responsibilities of institutions with those of students with disabilities” 
(Simon, 2011, p. 95). Further, when institutions are better equipped at addressing initial 
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identification of accommodation support services, institutions can then focus on how to 
adequately establish initiatives to increase inclusion and integration of students with disabilities 
both within the institutional academic and social environments. With this, it is apparent that 
although disability policy and institutional disability support has improved, additional supports 
are needed both separately and combined to enhance the postsecondary experience of students 
with disabilities. Moreover, if the ongoing disconnect with student disability continues, disability 
will remain compartmentalized and segregated from other student diversity programming, thus 
inhibiting increased exposure and understanding from college communities. It is the intention of 
this research to highlight the ongoing (dis)connect of the postsecondary experience of students 
with disabilities for future improvement of disability socio-academic support.  
 With that said, the present study identifies several findings requiring additional 
discussion and exploration in policy and application. Holistically, as the findings highlighted, the 
role of disability served as a significant factor on integration within the postsecondary 
environment. Although the findings also elucidated that disability type contributed to integration, 
as disability is often addressed as an one-dimensional student characteristic, the postsecondary 
community (including faculty and administrators) can better support this student group by 
understanding the perceived range of challenges for students with disabilities with respect to 
inclusion into the higher education environment. Research findings underscore how disability 
can influence student socio-academic integration uniquely, potentially depending on specific 
disability type. Specifically, the postsecondary community’s acknowledgement of the diversity 
within student disability is key to planning and implementing student life and support activities 
and initiatives. As findings highlight how students with non-apparent disabilities may have more 
significant challenges with social integration, postsecondary administrators and disability 
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advocacy groups must actively and comprehensively address these potential inclusion challenges 
within the institutional environment. Finally, disability should be embedded within student 
diversity programming. Incorporating interdisciplinary activities and highlighting the role of 
disability in special interest group initiatives, the idea of disability can be more seamlessly 
addressed in student events (i.e., incorporating DisCrit – Disability Studies and Critical Race 
Theory – within activities related to race and ethnicity student clubs and workshops).  
Implications for Future Research 
 Additional research is needed to further examine the role student disability plays in the 
(dis)connect occurring between the experiences of students with and without disabilities as well 
as the specific factors contributing to the perceived inclusion of students with disabilities within 
the higher education setting. The extension of this research work will be to examine the 
intersections of various components of student identity (e.g., disability, gender, race, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, etc.) and how the intersections of these characteristics influence students’ 
academic and social integration in the higher education setting, further linking this research topic 
to the theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Hirschmann, 2013). Although the 
current study identifies what student characteristics are related to integration within four-year 
institutions, it is unable to identify if and how specific characteristics interconnect and affect 
each other. In theory, components of an individual’s identity are not static to subsequent 
perceptions of the world; rather, identity characteristics intertwine and influence each other, 
potentially impacting each individual uniquely. Future research should be conducted 
quantitatively as well as qualitatively examining the intersections of students’ characteristics to 
fill a current gap in the literature related to the intersections of student disability with other 
student diversity characteristics within the higher education environment. Moreover, developing 
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an instrument to assess intersectionality that includes components related to disability can also 
assist in filling this empirical gap.     
Investigating the disability-diversity disconnect within the two-year institutional setting 
will also add to the current literature. As per Raue and Lewis (2011), students with disabilities 
are enrolled within the public two-year setting at a higher rate than at any four-year 
postsecondary institution. Due to the large percentage of students with disabilities enrolled in 
two-year institutions, it would be interesting to examine how the socio-academic experiences of 
students with disabilities differ from those of their counterparts at the two-year level. Moreover, 
it is worth exploring what predictive factors influence socio-academic integration for students 
enrolled at two-year institutions and, more specifically, what predictive factors influence the 
socio-academic integration of students with disabilities enrolled at two-year institutions 
compared to four-year institutions. Expanding on an understanding if the disability-diversity 
disconnect occurs at two-year colleges, additional research can explore if transfer students with 
disabilities (assuming that transfer serves as an additional stressor) have different perceived 
levels of socio-academic inclusion when they are enrolled at the four-year level. If differences 
are present in socio-academic integration for students with disabilities who transferred from two-
year institutions and with four-year institution enrollees, this research can also expand a 
conversation related to support services and student initiatives related to socio-academic 
inclusion of students with disabilities who begin their postsecondary academic careers at the 
two-year level.  
Additionally, expanding this research topic through qualitative design will further 
advance our understanding of the role of disability, and the potential negative underpinnings still 
occurring related to the student characteristic, within the postsecondary setting. Interviewing 
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students, administrators, and faculty both with and without disabilities in regard to both 
academic and social integration in the postsecondary experience may reveal specific constructs 
and the complexity of intersections of identities that were unable to be teased out through the use 
of a secondary dataset. Moreover, additional exploration of the potentially reciprocal relationship 
of disability and the campus climate will assist in the examination of the behaviors and attitudes 
students, administrators, and faculty may have related to student disability.  
Lastly, due to several statistically significant findings related to the difference in social 
integration of students with and without non-apparent disabilities as well as the predictive 
influence of non-apparent disability on students’ social integration, it is imperative to further 
investigate the specific disability categorization and why social integration is more negatively 
approached for students with non-apparent disabilities. Additional scholarly attention related to 
students’ with non-apparent disabilities postsecondary social experiences, as well as the policies 
currently in place specific to non-apparent disabilities can allow for the better examination of this 
specific student group. As previously noted, non-apparent disability can encompass a range of 
disability types including psychiatric disabilities and learning disabilities. Examination of non-
apparent disability both in the aggregated and disaggregated form can allow for the investigation 
of institutional procedures related to non-apparent disabilities as a whole, as well as examining 
the differences/similarities in postsecondary social experiences for students with non-apparent 
disabilities, depending on the specific non-apparent disability type.  
Conclusion  
It is important to note that diversity is not synonymous with positive inclusion within the 
higher education environment. Building on the idea of structural diversity (e.g., “the extent to 
which students of color are included in the student population” (Pike & Kuh, 2006, p. 426)), the 
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understanding of postsecondary student diversity may not always provide an all-inclusive, all-
accepting environment for student differences. Recently, perpetuated by the Black Lives Matter 
movement, a growing discussion and platform for protest related to the inequities faced by Black 
students has occurred within the higher education environment (Schmalz, 2016; Zamudio-
Suarez, 2016). This example underscores how a traditionally understood component of student 
diversity (e.g., race) continues to be discriminated against. Relating to this research study, even if 
the social integration tendencies of students with disabilities were not negatively influenced by 
the construct of disability, being understood as a component of student diversity does not 
necessarily mean that disability’s negative connotations will be removed from the postsecondary 
environment. The findings from this research highlight that student disability influences ability 
to integrate within the higher education environment. 
In sum, this research highlights a topic related to student socio-academic integration and 
the role disability has within the four-year postsecondary setting–a topic that is significantly 
under-researched, especially when utilizing national dataset use and quantitative design. Findings 
show that disability provides predictive influence on students’ social integration opportunities 
and that non-apparent disabilities negatively contribute and create a difference in students’ 
ability to socially include themselves within the postsecondary environment. Further 
investigation on this topic will assist in establishing a larger conversation within higher 
education empirical work specific to the experiences (and the variations in experiences) of 
students with self-identified disabilities. 
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APPENDIX 
Variables utilized in research analyses.     
*: Reference variable  
Variable 
Name 
Label Descriptive Statistics Description Recoded Variable Name Recoded Descriptive 
Statistics 
 
Predictor Variables 
 
Demographic Characteristics 
DISABLE Disability 2004: 
Any 
0: No 
1: Yes 
Variable indicates 
whether the respondent 
has a long-lasting 
disability or condition 
lasting six months or 
more. 
  
DISTYPES Disability 2004:  
Main Condition 
0: No disability or difficulty 
1: Hearing Impairment 
2: Blindness or visual impairment  
3: Speech or language impairment 
4: Orthopedic or mobility impairment 
5: Specific learning disability, 
dyslexia 
6: Attention deficit disorder  
7: Health impairment or problem 
8: Emotional or psychiatric condition  
9: Depression 
10: Developmental disability 
11: Brain injury 
12: Other  
Variable indicates 
whether the respondent 
had a long-lasting 
sensory condition during 
the 2003-2004 academic 
year. 
(1) DIS_Apparent * 
 
(2) DIS_Nonapparent 
(1) DIS_Apparent: 
0: No Apparent Disability  
1: Apparent Disability  
(Includes: hearing 
impairment, blindness/ 
visual impairment, speech/ 
language impairment, 
orthopedic/ mobility 
impairment, developmental 
disability) 
 
(2) DIS_Nonapparent: 
0: No Non-apparent 
Disability 
1: Non-apparent disability  
(Includes:  
Learning disability/ 
dyslexia, Attention Deficit 
Disorder, health 
impairment/ problem, 
emotional/ psychiatric 
condition, depression, 
other) 
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GENDER Gender  1: Male 
2: Female 
-9: Missing 
Variable indicates the 
respondent’s gender.  
(1) Gender_Male * 
 
(2) Gender_Female 
(1) Gender_Male 
0: Female 
1: Male  
 
(2) Gender_Female 
0: Male 
1: Female  
RACE Race/ Ethnicity  1: White 
2: Black/ African American 
3: Hispanic/ Latino 
4: Asian 
5: American Indian/ Alaska Native 
6: Native Hawaiian/ Other Pacific 
Islander 
7: Other 
8: More Than One Race  
Variable indicates the 
respondent’s race-
ethnicity.  
(1) Ethnicity_Asian 
 
(2) Ethnicity_Black 
 
(3) Ethnicity_Hispanic 
 
(4) Ethnicity_Other 
 
(5) Ethnicity_White * 
 
 
(1) Ethnicity_Asian 
0: Not Asian 
1: Asian  
 
(2) Ethnicity_Black 
0: Not Black 
1: Black 
 
(3) Ethnicity_Hispanic 
0: Not Hispanic  
1: Hispanic  
 
(4) Ethnicity_Other 
0: Not “Other” Ethnicity 
1: “Other” Ethnicity 
(Includes: American 
Indian/ Alaska Native, 
Native Hawaiian/ Other 
Pacific Islander, Other, 
More Than One Race) 
 
(5) Ethnicity_White 
0: Not White 
1: White  
AGE Age First Year 
Enrolled 
(Continuous) Variable indicates 
respondent’s age as of 
12/31/2003.  
(1) Age_18andUnder * 
 
(2) Age_19andOlder 
 
(1) Age_18andUnder 
0: Not 18 years old and 
under 
1: 18 years old and under 
 
(2) Age_19andOlder 
0: Not 19 years old or older 
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1: 19 years old or older 
 
Institutional Characteristics 
CC2005S Carnegie:  
Size and Setting  
1: Very small 
2: Small 
3: Medium 
4: Large 
5: Very large 
6: Very small, primarily 
nonresidential 
7: Very small, primarily residential  
8: Very small: highly residential  
9: Small, primary nonresidential 
10: Small, primarily residential  
11: Small, highly residential  
12: Medium, primarily nonresidential 
13: Medium, primarily residential 
14: Medium, highly residential  
15: Large, primarily nonresidential  
16: Large, primarily residential  
17: Large, highly residential  
18: Exclusively graduate/ professional  
-3: Skipped  
This classification 
describes institutions’ size 
and residential character.  
(1) Institution_SmallNA 
 
(2) Institution_Medium 
 
(3) Institution_Large  * 
(1) Institution_SmallNA 
0: Not small institution or 
not applicable  
1: Small institution or not 
applicable  
 
(2) Institution_Medium 
0: Not medium institution  
1: Medium institution  
 
(3) Institution_Large 
0: Not large institution  
1: Large institution  
CNTLAFFI Institution 
Control and 
Affiliation  
 
1: Public 
2: Private for-profit 
3: Private not-for-profit (nfp), not 
religious  
4: Private nfp, religious  
-9: Missing 
Variable indicates the 
respondent’s first 
institution control and 
affiliation during the 
2003-2004 academic 
year. 
(1) Institution_Public * 
 
(2) Institution_Private 
 
 
(1) Institution_Public * 
0: Not public institution  
1: Public institution  
 
(2) Institution_Private 
0: Not private institution 
1: Private institution  
LOCALE Degree of 
Urbanization 
1:Large city 
2: Mid-size city 
3: Urban fringe of large city 
4: Urban fringe of mid-size city  
5: Large town 
6: Small town 
7: Rural 
8: Not assigned  
-9: Missing  
Variable indicates the 
degree of urbanization in 
which respondent’s first 
institution is located.  
(1) Locale_City * 
 
(2) Locale_Surburban 
 
(3) Locale_Rural 
 
(1) Locale_City 
0: Institution not located in 
city  
1: Institution in city 
(Includes: “large city,” 
“mid-size city”) 
 
(2) Locale_Surburban 
0: Institution not located in 
suburban area   
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1: Institution in suburban 
area   
(Includes: “urban fringe of 
large city,” “urban fringe 
of mid-size city,” “large 
town”) 
 
(3) Locale_Rural 
0: Institution not located in 
rural area or not applicable 
1: Institution located in 
rural area or not applicable 
(Includes: “small town,” 
“rural”) 
SELECTV2 First Institution 
Selectivity 
0: Not public or private nfp four-year 
1: Very selective 
2: Moderately selective 
3: Minimally selective  
4: Open admission 
Variable indicates the 
level of selectivity of the 
first institution the 
respondent attended 
during 2003-2004.  
(1) Selectivity_High * 
 
(2) Selectivity_Moderate 
 
(3) Selectivity_Minimal 
(1) Selectivity_High 
0: Institution’s selectivity: 
Not high 
1: Institution’s selectivity: 
High 
 
(2) Selectivity_Moderate 
0: Institution’s selectivity: 
Not moderate  
1: Institution’s selectivity: 
Moderate  
 
(3) Selectivity_Minimal 
0: Institution’s selectivity: 
Not minimal or open 
admission 
1: Institution’s selectivity: 
Minimal or open admission 
Student Academic Environmental Factors 
ENRSTAT Enrollment 
Pattern 
1: Enrolled mostly full-time 
2: Enrolled mostly part-time 
3: Enrolled full-time and part-time 
equally  
-9: Missing 
Variable indicates the 
respondent’s enrollment 
pattern during the 2003-
2004 academic year.  
(1) Enrollment_FT 
 
(2) Enrollment_PT 
 
(3) Enrollment_FTPT * 
 
(1) Enrollment_FT 
0: Not enrolled full-time 
1: Enrolled full-time  
 
(2) Enrollment_PT 
0: Not enrolled part-time 
1: Enrolled part-time  
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(3) Enrollment_FTPT 
0: Not enrolled at equal 
full- and part-time status  
1: Enrolled at equal full- 
and part-time status 
HCGPAREP High School  
Grade Point 
Average  
1; 0.5-0.9 (D- to D) 
2: 1.0-1.4 (D to C-) 
3: 1.5-1.9 (C- to C) 
4: 2.0-2.4 (C to B-) 
5: 2.5-2.9 (B- to B) 
6: 3.0-3.4 (B to A-) 
7: 3.5-4.0 (A- to A) 
-3: Skipped 
-9: Missing  
Variable indicates the 
high school grade point 
average on the 
standardized test date, 
according to self-report 
on test questionnaire.  
(1) HSGPA_Less2.0 
 
(2) HSGPA_2.0thru2.9 
 
(3) HSGPA_Over3.0 * 
(1) HSGPA_Less2.0 
0: GPA 2.0 or more 
1: GPA less than 2.0 
 
(2) HSGPA_2.0thru2.9 
0: GPA not 2.0-2.9 
1: GPA 2.0-2.9 
 
(3) HSGPA_Over3.0 
0: GPA not 3.0 or more 
1: GPA 3.0 or more 
GPA Grade Point 
Average  
(Continuous)  Variable indicates the 
respondent’s cumulative 
Grade Point Average 
(GPA) for the 2003-2004 
academic year. 
(1) GPA_Less2.0 
 
(2) GPA_2.0thru2.9 
 
(3) GPA_Over3.0 * 
(1) GPA_Less2.0 
0: GPA 2.0 or more 
1: GPA less than 2.0 
 
(2) GPA_2.0thru2.9 
0: GPA not 2.0-2.9 
1: GPA 2.0-2.9 
 
(3) GPA_Over3.0 
0: GPA not 3.0 or more 
1: GPA 3.0 or more 
Student Socioeconomic Background 
CINCOME Income:  
Parents and 
Independents  
(Continuous) 
 
-9: Missing  
Variable indicates the 
total income in 2002 for 
independent students or 
parents of dependent 
students.  
(1) Income_Low 
 
(2) Income_MiddleLow 
 
(3) Income_MiddleHigh 
 
(4) Income_High * 
(1) Income_Low 
0: Income: Not low 
1: Income: Low 
(Includes: $0-31K) 
 
(2) Income_MiddleLow 
0: Income: Not middle 
(low) 
1: Income: Middle (low) 
(Includes: $31K-57K) 
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(3) Income_MiddleHigh 
0: Income: Not middle 
(high) 
1: Income: Middle (high) 
(Includes: $57K-89K) 
 
(4) Income_High 
0: Income: Not high 
1: Income: High 
(Includes: Over $89K) 
PAREDUC Parent Highest 
Level of 
Education 
0: Do not know parent’s education 
level 
1: Did not complete high school 
2: High school diploma or equivalent  
3: Vocational or technical training 
4: Less than two years of college  
5: Associate’s degree 
6: Two or more years of college but 
no degree 
7: Bachelor’s degree 
8: Master’s degree or equivalent  
9: First-professional degree 
10: Doctoral degree or equivalent  
-9: Missing 
Variable indicates the 
highest level of education 
of either parent of the 
respondent during the 
2003-2004 academic 
year.  
(1) 
ParEd_LessThanBacNA 
 
(2) ParEd_Baccalaureate 
 
(3) ParEd_GradSchool * 
(1) 
ParEd_LessThanBacNA 
0: Not less than 
baccalaureate or not sure  
1: Less than baccalaureate 
or not sure 
 
(2) ParEd_Baccalaureate 
0: Not baccalaureate  
1: Baccalaureate 
 
(3) ParEd_GradSchool 
0: Not graduate school 
1: Graduate school  
Student Social Environmental Factors within the Postsecondary Environment  
LOCALRES Housing  0: Attended more than one institution 
1: On campus 
2: Off campus 
3: Living with parents  
-9: Missing  
Variable indicates the 
respondent’s housing 
status during the 2003-
2004 academic year.  
(1) Housing_On * 
 
(2) Housing_Off 
 
(3) Housing_ParentsNA 
(1) Housing_On 
0: Not living on campus 
1: Living on campus 
 
(2) Housing_Off 
0: Not living off campus 
1: Living off campus 
 
(3) Housing_ParentsNA 
0: Not living with parents 
or not applicable 
1: Living with parents or 
not applicable  
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PARHELN Help from 
Parents: 
Number of 
Types  
0: None (or independent)  
1: One type of help 
2: Two types of help 
3: Three types of help 
4: Four types of help 
-9: Missing  
Variable indicates the 
number of types of 
financial help in meeting 
educational expenses 
provided by the parents of 
dependent students in 
2003-2004.  
(1) Parent_Support * 
 
(2) Parent_NoSupport 
(1) Parent_Support * 
0: Parent does not provide 
financial support  
1: Parent provides financial 
support 
 
(2) Parent_NoSupport 
0: Parent provides financial 
support  
1: Parent does not provide 
financial support 
FEDPACK Financial Aid 
Package  
0: No federal aid received 
1: Pell only 
2: Stafford only 
3: Campus-based only 
4: Other only 
5: Pell and Stafford 
6: Pell and campus-based 
7: Pell and other  
8: Stafford and campus-based 
9: Stafford and other  
10: Campus-based and other  
11: Pell, Stafford, and campus-based 
12: Pell, Stafford, and other 
13: Pell, campus-based, and other  
14: Stafford, campus-based, and other 
15: Pell, Stafford, campus-based, and 
other  
Variable indicates the 
federal aid package by 
type of aid received 
during the 2003-2004 
academic year.  
(1) FinAid_Support 
 
(2) FinAid_NoSupport * 
(1) FinAid_Support 
0: No financial aid support  
1: Financial aid support  
 
(2) FinAid_NoSupport 
0: Financial aid support  
1: No financial aid support 
 
Outcome Variables 
 
ACAINX06 Academic 
integration 
index: 2006 
(Continuous) 
 
-3: Skipped 
-9: Missing 
 
Variable indexes the overall level of academic integration the respondent experienced 
at the most recent institution attended as of 2006. It is derived from the average of the 
responses indicating how often he/she did the following: had social contact with 
faculty, talked with faculty about academic matters outside of class, met with an 
academic advisor, or participated in study groups. 
SOCINX06 Social 
integration 
index: 2006 
(Continuous) 
 
-3: Skipped 
Variable indexes the overall level of social integration the respondent experienced at 
the most recent institution attended as of 2006.  It is derived based on the average of 
the responses indicating how often he/ she did the following: attended fine arts 
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-9: Missing 
 
activities, participated in school clubs, or participated in intramural or varsity sports. 
 
Additional Variables Included Within Analyses 
 
FLEVEL First Institution 
Level 
1: Four-year 
2: Two-year 
3: Less-than-two-year 
Variable indicates the level of the first institution the respondent attended during the 
2003-2004 academic year.  
WTA000 Student 
Respondent 
Weight 
 
 
 
 
 
 
